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ABSTRACT
During the 1930s, Russian-American artist Raphael Soyer (December 25, 1899 –
November 4, 1987), a committed realist, was one of the preeminent artists working in the
United States. However, with Abstract Expressionism superseding American Scene
Painting as the dominant mode of expression during the 1940s and 1950s, Soyer and his
contemporaries went from enjoying the esteem of the New York art world, to being
outmoded by abstract artists. Reacting to the ascendancy of abstract art, Soyer sought to
restore himself and his fellow representational artists to preeminence, attempted to
dismiss abstract art as being antihuman while asserting the humanism of representational
art, and expressed his own feelings of being ostracized from the New York art world. I
argue that Soyer’s aforementioned reactions to the ascendance of abstract art are visible
several of his paintings of his late career.
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INTRODUCTION
In the 1930s, American painter Raphael Soyer (December 25, 1899 –
November 4, 1987) was one of the preeminent realist painters working in the United
States. Despite the success Soyer enjoyed in the 1930s, by the mid-1940s he and other
realists had become overshadowed by abstract artists, including the Abstract
Expressionists. Although Soyer was an adamant critic of abstract art, little scholarly
attention has been given to whether or not his hostility towards abstract art is reflected in
his art. The most comprehensive overview of Soyer’s career to date is art historian
Samantha Baskind’s book Raphael Soyer and the Search for Modern Jewish Art. In her
book, Baskind chose to focus on Soyer’s Jewishness, and how it has affected his artistic
production. Although Baskind did discuss Soyer’s reaction to abstract art, particularly
Abstract Expressionism, which was seen as an “American” style of painting, she largely
dismissed it as evidence of an identity crisis for Soyer, who she claimed desired to be
seen as more American. Although Baskind’s arguments on the effect of Soyer’s
Jewishness on his art, particularly her discussion of Soyer’s collaboration with the
famous Yiddish writer Isaac Bashevis Singer, do hold some weight, she largely avoids
discussion of the impact that Soyer’s rejection of abstract art had on his own work.
Outside of Baskind’s book, Soyer is also discussed at length in art historian Ellen Wiley
Todd’s book The “New Woman” Revised: Painting and Politics on Fourteenth Street,
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although Todd focused on the height of Soyer’s career (late 1920s to late 1930s), stopping
just short of the ascension of abstract art in the United States.
Although little scholarly research has been conducted on Soyer’s later career
and his response to the rise of abstract art, a number of exhibition catalogues exist which
provide some detail of Soyer’s work from the period. Perhaps the most significant
exhibition catalogues detailing Soyer’s late career are Raphael Soyer, which was
published for Soyer’s 1967 retrospective show at the Whitney Museum of Art, and Soyer
Since 1960, which was published for a 1982 exhibition of Soyer’s work at the Hirshhorn
Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C. Although useful for this study, these
catalogues avoid any discussion of the impact of Soyer’s rejection of abstract art on his
later work. There also exist a number of interviews and writings by Soyer, which provide
access to his mindset and views towards abstract and representational art. Popular
attention on Soyer’s career has often been restricted to his work from the late 1920s,
1930s, and 1940s—street scenes depicting the realities of the Great Depression and
intimate interiors featuring women. With the ascendancy of abstract art almost mirroring
Soyer’s career, and Soyer being one of the most outspoken opponents of abstract art, a
critical investigation of Soyer’s responses to the rise of abstract art, and whether he
incorporated these responses into his work, is long overdue. My contribution to the
research on Soyer is that I will define his responses to the rise of abstract art, and how
these responses are a key component of his later work.
Unseated from artistic preeminence by abstract artists, Soyer and other
representational painters formed Reality–A Journal of Artists’ Opinions in an effort to
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restore their prestige, as well as to criticize abstract art. As I explain in Chapter 1:
Homage to Thomas Eakins (1963-65): Artistic Legitimization Through Association,
although Reality ceased publication in 1953, Soyer continued its purpose of restoring the
prestige of contemporary representational art and the artists involved in his large-scale
group portrait Homage to Thomas Eakins (fig. 1.4; 1963-1965). He did this by suggesting
his and his contemporaries as being the artistic heirs of American realist Thomas Eakins,
whose paintings Salutat (1898), The Gross Clinic (1875), and William Rush and His
Model (1908) appear in the background of the painting. As I discuss in Chapter 2, during
the 1960s, besides seeking to restore himself and other representational artists to
preeminence, Soyer continued the humanist debate between Communists, who endorsed
realism, and liberals, who endorsed abstract art, which centered around the ability of
realist or abstract art to capture the human experience. In his painting Village East Street
Scene (fig. 2.4; 1965-1966) and Avenue of the Americas (fig. 2.5; 1969), Soyer continued
the humanist debate by criticizing abstract art as destructive to human connection, and by
celebrating the ability of humanist artists to capture the human experience. Finally, as I
explain in Chapter 3, in reaction to the ascendancy of abstract art, Soyer expressed his
own feelings of being ostracized from the New York World in his painting Farewell to
Lincoln Square (fig. 3.18; 1959), in which he identified himself with the Florentine poet
Dante Alighieri, who himself was exiled from Florence.
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CHAPTER ONE: HOMAGE TO THOMAS EAKINS (1963-1965):
ARTISTIC LEGITIMIZATION THROUGH ASSOCIATION
In 1913, the Armory Show was held in New York City, and later traveled to
Chicago and Boston. Featuring works by figures such as Marcel Duchamp, Henri
Matisse, Pablo Picasso, and Constantin Brancusi, the Armory Show introduced
Americans to the Modernist styles, such as Fauvism, Cubism, and Futurism, employed by
the European avant-garde. Although two-thirds of the works in the show were by
American artists, the majority of whom were realists, the works by the European avantgarde stole the show. The shock that the European avant-garde had on Americans’
aesthetic sensibilities, and the comparison of their works to those of the American
realists, pitted American realism and Modernism in a decades-long battle for supremacy.
Although too complex to be fully addressed here, a general outline of this battle is
necessary to provide context.
Following the Armory Show, the styles employed by the European avant-garde
became increasingly popular. Arguably the most influential figure in the advancement of
the European avant-garde and their American counterparts immediately following the
Armory Show was the photographer and art dealer Alfred Stieglitz. In his famous 291
Gallery, which operated from 1905 to 1917, Stieglitz promoted the work of avant-garde
artists, such as Matisse, Picasso, Georgia O'Keeffe, and John Marin. By promoting the
4

work of both the European and American avant-garde, Stieglitz continued to expose
Americans to the Modernist styles employed by the European avant-garde, and
established several avant-garde, American artists who remained successful in subsequent
decades. By the 1930s, a variety of styles were being employed by American Modernists,
who “engaged in a transatlantic dialogue with the work of Picasso, Mondrian, Miró,
Matisse, and Kandinsky, among others, all of whom were living in Paris.”1 At the same
time, various groups that supported Modernist artists were formed. Chief among these
was the American Association of Abstract Artists (AAA), which “played an important
role in winning recognition for nonobjective art.”2
Although Modernism became increasingly popular following the Armory Show,
prior to World War II, American realism reigned as the dominant mode of painting in the
United States. Within American realism, the two dominant styles were Social Realism
and Regionalism. Although opposed ideologically, both Social Realism and Regionalism
relied on “conventional figurative styles,” and “the artists of both camps repeatedly and
vociferously condemned Modernist painting.”3 For the Social Realists, avant-garde
Modernist painting “represented Bourgeois decadence and ivory-tower escapism,” while

Irving Sandler, Abstract Expressionism and the American Experience: A Reevaluation,
A Mission Critical Series (Lenox, MA : New York, NY : Manchester, VT: Hard Press
Editions ; School of Visual Arts ; In association with Hudson Hills Press : [Distributed in
the United States by National Book Network], 2009), 49.
1

2

Ibid., 52.

3

Ibid., 48
5

the Regionalists saw it as purely “un-American.”4 According to art historian Irving
Sandler,
So influential were the Social Realists and the Regionalists, so adept at promoting
their causes that they amassed considerable power in the art world. Even the
Museum of Modern Art had to pay attention. In 1938, the museum mounted
“Three Centuries of American Art,” a show that featured academic figuration. A
huge survey at the museum in the following year, titled “Art of Our Time,”
ignored American Modernists.5
Despite the general domination of American realism in the United States prior to
World War II, during and following the War, Modernism ascended to supremacy in the
United States. This ascendancy was due to a myriad of factors. Firstly, with the outbreak
of the War in 1939, many artists of the School of Paris immigrated to New York to escape
the chaos in Europe. As a result, “the center of Modernist art shifted from Paris to New
York.”6 Secondly, the Museum of Modern Art and the Guggenheim Museum, and gallery
owners Peggy Guggenheim and Betty Parsons, “actively promoted the New York School
as the first avant-garde school of painting that was authentically and emphatically
American–in its spirit, its expansive scale, and its expression of individual freedom.”7

4

Ibid.

5

Ibid.

Eric R. Kandel, “The Emergence of an Abstract School of Art in New York,” in
Reductionism in Art and Brain Science, Bridging the Two Cultures (Columbia University
Press, 2016), 10, https://doi.org/10.7312/kand17962.4.
6

7

Ibid.
6

Lastly, “the impact of the Modernist movement was enhanced by the presence in New
York of a contemporaneous school of art critics, particularly Harold Rosenberg of The
New Yorker and Clement Greenberg of the Partisan Review and The Nation,” whose
respective essays “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939), “The American Action
Painters” (1952), and “American-Type Painting” (1955) were incredibly influential.8
At the start of the 1950s, Abstract Expressionism, the latest Modernist
development, was increasingly being recognized by the art establishment. In 1950, Art
News began publishing articles on the Abstract Expressionists, and that same year
Thomas Hess (who was managing editor at Art News) published Abstract Painting, the
first book to feature Abstract Expressionism.9 In 1951, the Museum of Modern Art held
the exhibition Abstract Painting and Sculpture in America, which featured works by
Pollock, de Kooning, Rothko, Gorky, and Hofmann.10 The catalogue for the exhibition
emphasizes the dominance of abstract art in twentieth-century Western art, and
establishes its legitimacy by referencing the use of abstract elements in art for all of
history.11 In 1952, the Museum of Modern Art held an exhibition titled Fifteen
Americans, which included works by Pollock, Rothko, Still, Bradley Walker Tomlin, and
William Baziotes.

8

Ibid.

9

Sandler, Abstract Expressionism and the American Experience, 233.

Museum of Modern Art, Abstract Painting and Sculpture in America (New York:
Plantin Press, 1951).
10

11

Ibid., 11.
7

In 1953, forty-seven representational artists, in response to the ascendancy of
abstract art, signed a statement that appeared in the first issue of the magazine Reality–A
Journal of Artists’ Opinions.12 In the statement, the artists, who included prominent
figures such as Isabel Bishop, William Gropper, Edward Hopper, and John Sloan,
outlined their shared artistic beliefs by detailing their commitment to “the depiction of
man and his world.”13 The artists defended representational art, and thereby their own
artwork, against what they saw as the art establishment’s undue praise of abstract art.14
Continuing, they stated that the promulgation of abstract art, which they described as
“mere textural novelty,” “encourages a contempt for the taste and intelligence of the
public.”15 Concluding, the artists declared, “the dogmatic repetition of these views has
produced in the whole world of art an atmosphere of irresponsibility, snobbery, and
ignorance.”16 Discussing Reality, Raphael Soyer wrote, “Our purpose was to discuss the
changing and confusing art situation of the moment, to try to understand the abrupt
ascendancy of abstraction and non-representationalism and their wholehearted
promulgation by museums, art dealers and critics.”17 Indeed, by the 1950s traditional
representational art had been experiencing a yearslong decline.

“Reality Statement,” Reality: A Journal of Artists’ Opinions, Spring 1953, Box 4,
Folder 17, Archives of American Art.
12

13

Ibid.

14

Ibid.

15

Ibid.

16

Ibid.

17

Raphael Soyer, Self-Revealment: A Memoir (New York: Maecenas Press, 1969), 80.
8

As an editor and founder of Reality, as well as a signer of the statement that
appeared in the Spring 1953 issue of the magazine, Soyer shared the group’s views of
abstract art and the art establishment. Indeed, in a 1950 letter addressed to the Whitney
Museum of American Art, Soyer, in response to the Whitney’s Annual Exhibition of
Contemporary American Painting (1950), wrote, “at the show I noticed that there were
more abstract paintings of all types and important examples of them than that of
representational ones. The paintings of my type seemed so outnumbered and
overshadowed by the other type, that I questioned myself at that time, whether my picture
belonged in that exhibition. As I looked at most of the paintings, so completely divorced
from life, the abstract, the non-objective, etc., I could not help thinking that if this is art,
what a dubious profession the art of painting has become today.”18
Born in Borisoglebsk, Government of Tambov, Russia on December 25, 1899,
Raphael and his twin brother Moses were the first of six children of Avrohom and Beyla
Schoar.19 The Schoar home was a fairly intellectual and artistic environment. Avrohom
was a teacher of Hebrew history and literature, as well as an aspiring writer, and Beyla
was known for her skill as an embroideress.20 The twins reportedly read everything in
their father’s library, which included works by Tolstoy, Turgenev, Dickens, and

Raphael Soyer to The Whitney Museum of American Art, “Letter to the Whitney
Museum of American Art,” June 7, 1950, Box 1, Folder 14, Archives of American Art,
https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/raphael-soyer-papers-9465/series-2/box-1-folder-14.
18

Lloyd Goodrich and Raphael Soyer, Raphael Soyer (New York: Published for the
Whitney Museum of American Art by F. A. Praeger, 1967), 5.
19

20

Ibid.
9

Thackeray, and their father’s students would coach them in various subjects.21 Avrohom
would pin postcards of Russian paintings to the walls of the family’s home, and
according to Raphael, “it was from him that we first heard the names of [the painters]
Rembrandt, Raphael, Michelangelo.”22 Also, Avrohom would draw pictures of flowers
and animals, which Raphael and Moses would then copy.23 After being exiled from
Russia in 1912 due to antisemitism, the family immigrated to the United States,
ultimately settling in New York.24 From there, Avrohom “eked out his salary by writing
for the Yiddish press,” while Raphael and Moses attended school.25 Finding it difficult to
adjust to life in the United States, Moses recalled that he and his brothers were “happy
only in the badly lighted and ill ventilated back room in our apartment which our mother
had allocated to us. Here we did our lessons, posed for one another and painted and
drew.”26 At age sixteen, Raphael and Moses left high school and began attending the free
evening drawing classes at Cooper Union, all the while working to help their father make
ends meet.27 At age eighteen, the twins began studying at the free school of the National
Academy of Design, with Raphael’s instructors being George W. Maynard and Charles C.

21

Ibid.

22

Ibid.

23

Ibid.

24

Ibid., 6.

25

Ibid.

26

Ibid.

27

Ibid.
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Curran.28 Also, Raphael studied intermittently at the Arts Students League between 1920
and 1926, where his instructors were Guy Pène du Bois and Boardman Robinson.29
After leaving the National Academy in 1922, Soyer said, “I made a conscious
effort to forget everything I had learned there.”30 In paintings of this period, such as
Williamsburg Bridge (fig. 1.1, 1927), Soyer worked in a primitivist style characterized by
“an absence of academic formulas,” flat patterns, and subdued colors, and chose as his
subjects people and places of ordinary interest that were a part of his immediate life.31
Although Soyer experienced success as a primitivist, exhibiting with the Whitney Studio
Club and the Daniel Gallery, at the start of the 1930s he returned to a more naturalistic
style. He attributed this shift to his eagerness to learn his craft and to widen the content of
his paintings, which he felt were being constrained by “the confining mannerisms of
‘primitive’ art.”32 During the 1930s, he became well-known for paintings such as In the
City Park (fig. 1.2; c. 1934), which depict the realities of the Great Depression in urban
centers. During the 1940s and 1950s, Soyer’s style remained consistent, however, the
predominant subject of his work became women. Often painted within the confines of his
studio, these women are usually depicted as introspective and melancholic. An example

28

Ibid., 27.

29

Ibid.

30

Ibid., 7.

31

Ibid.

Raphael Soyer and Janet Flint, Raphael Soyer: Drawings and Watercolors
(Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press : for sale by the Supt. of Docs., U.S. Govt.
Print. Off, 1977), 9.
32
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of a typical work by Soyer from the 1940s and 1950s is Pensive Girl (fig. 1.3;
1946-1947).
It is clear from its content that Reality served to both outline the shared beliefs of
the artists involved in its creation and criticize abstract art. More importantly, however,
the magazine served the purpose of restoring contemporary representational art and the
artists involved in its creation, to preeminence. This was to be accomplished by
reaffirming representational artists as the artistic descendants of the celebrated painters of
the past. Indeed, Jack Levine indicated this in his article “Man is the Center,” which
appeared in the Spring 1953 issue of Reality:
Dehumanization seems the keynote of every field of modern endeavor. This is
true of the sciences as well. Tradition in science, however, when it is science,
offers none of the hazards we find in art. No scientists, to my knowledge, have
wanted to burn down scientific museums, as did the Futurists and Dadaists.
Science seems to have a full historic compatibility. Newton is entirely
incorporated in [sic.] Einstein… I feel the harder problem is to be resolved. It is
not to go back to Rembrandt, although that takes skill and study–but to bring the
great tradition, with whatever is great about it, up to date. Certainly the Mexican
muralists understood the lesson of Giotto. They were not inspired merely by his
scaffolding. The message they had to bring to the peon evoked the epic. In this
way they were spared ‘Giottism,’ or the inbreeding of form imitating form. The
narrative, I feel, must be restored to its former status–not alone for the epic form,
which depends on it, but more because the state of the world demands it. I feel the
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indignity of the artist baring his soul like a peeled shrimp, sobbing in the
menacing and disintegrating world.33
In 1955, after only three issues, Reality ceased publication. Explaining its demise,
Soyer wrote, “Why did this magazine cease to exist after only three issues? Simply
because we’d had our say, we could not go on repeating ourselves, and there was no one
among us who could expand what we had already said into further articles.”34
Prior to 1959, Soyer’s paintings were usually no more than 50 cm x 50 cm. From
1959 onwards, his paintings were significantly larger, often measuring more than 100 cm
x 100 cm. In 1958, the Museum of Modern Art organized the exhibition New American
Painting, which, according to Sandler, signaled the art establishment’s wholehearted
endorsement of Abstract Expressionism.35 Perhaps, Soyer felt the need to paint large, in
order to match the scale on which the Abstract Expressionists were working. Completed
in 1965, Homage to Thomas Eakins (fig. 1.4; 1963-1965) is Soyer’s largest painting.
Measuring 223.5cm x 203.2 cm, it surpasses in size famous Abstract Expressionist
paintings such as de Kooning’s Woman I (1950-1952; 192.7cm x 147.3cm) and Rothko’s
No. 10 (1950; 229.6cm x 145.1cm). According to art historian Abram Lerner, Homage to
Thomas Eakins “evidently served as a proving ground, a field of battle from which he
emerged with new confidence and a desire to attempt works of a similar scale drawn from
his usual subjects–models, artists, street people–in contrast to the formal and historical
Jack Levine, “Man Is the Center,” Reality: A Journal of Artists’ Opinions, Spring 1953,
Box 4, Folder 17, Archives of American Art.
33

34

Soyer, Self-Revealment, 84.

35

Sandler, Abstract Expressionism and the American Experience, 234.
13

theme of the Homage.”36 Indeed, Soyer noted the challenge to his technical abilities that
the sheer size of the painting presented, when he admitted,
It got around that I was doing this group portrait of the artists, and people
frequently ask me how it is getting along. This worries me. It is still in its initial
state, and its final realization is questionable. I am never certain of a painting until
the very last brush stroke is applied. About this particular one I have often a very
uneasy feeling that I simply am struggling with something beyond me for which I
have not enough technical knowledge. Such paintings are not done today. The
secret of doing big group paintings has been lost. Probably Fantin-Latour and
Eakins were the last portrait painters of this type. It is impossible to paint that way
now.37
Besides matching the scale of the Abstract Expressionists, Homage to Thomas
Eakins, specifically, allowed Soyer to express his identification with Eakins and thus
continue Reality’s purpose of reestablishing contemporary representational art to
preeminence. Through his references to Thomas Eakins and Henri Fantin-Latour’s
Homage to Delacroix (fig. 1.5; 1864), Soyer meant to reaffirm the Regionalists and
Social Realists as the inheritors of the tradition of American Realism founded by Eakins.
Beyond simply expressing his identification with Eakins or trying to reestablish
contemporary art to preeminence, however, Soyer used Homage to Thomas Eakins to
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bolster his own artistic reputation. This self-promotion was primarily accomplished
through his prominent positioning of his brother Moses in the front and center of the
painting.
Following his 1963 visit to the Jeu de Paume, Soyer cited his inspirations for
Homage to Thomas Eakins, listing both Henri Fantin-Latour’s painting Homage to
Delacroix and the 1961 Eakins exhibition at the Philadelphia Museum of Art.38 In
Homage to Delacroix, Fantin-Latour is shown seated, alongside novelists and art critics
Louis Edmond Duranty and Jules Champfleury, poet and art critic Charles Baudelaire,
and artists Louis Cordier, Alphonse Legros, James Whistler, Edouard Manet, Félix
Bracquemond, and Albert de Balleroy.39 Also, in the painting, Fantin-Latour situated
himself and his contemporaries around a portrait of Delacroix, which was based on a
well-known photograph of him.40 Similarly, in Homage to Thomas Eakins, Soyer painted
himself alongside his contemporaries. Seated at the bottom of the painting (from left to
right) are artists Leonard Baskin, Moses Soyer, Jack Levine, and Henry Varnum Poor.41
Behind them is another row of figures who are, from left to right, Raphael Soyer, a
waitress who is modeled by Soyer’s daughter Mary, artist Edward Hopper, art historian
Lloyd Goodrich, and artists Reginald Marsh, John Koch, Edwin Walter Dickinson, and
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John Dobbs.42 In the background, Soyer painted in American artist Thomas Eakins’
famous paintings (from left to right) Salutat (1898), The Gross Clinic (1875), and William
Rush and his Model (1908).43
Soyer’s choice of Eakins, in the first place, reflects his respect for him. Indeed,
according to Goodrich, “In American art Soyer’s highest admiration has long been for
Thomas Eakins,”44 who has been described as “one of the founders of what we now call
American Realism.”45 From his professional debut in 1871, Eakins’ work was heavily
criticized for being “a shock to artistic conventionalities,” “peculiar,” and a “scientific
statement” as opposed to “an embodiment of movement and color.”46 Despite the
criticism he faced both abroad and in the United States, Eakins forged ahead in his
pursuit of “real beauty,” which he believed “was not a quality that had to be imagined or
hidden,” but that “existed everywhere.”47 As art historian Sidney Kirkpatrick noted,
Eakins’ goal was “to depict his current world exactly as he saw it, even if that meant
reaching back into antiquity to reinvent the academic realist tradition.”48 Despite his
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technical skill, “critics and patrons simply couldn’t come to terms with how he chose to
apply his talent.”49 Indeed, during his lengthy career, which spanned four decades, Eakins
had only a single one-man show of his work, at which nothing sold.50 Despite the
unfavorable criticism he received during his lifetime, forty years after his death attitudes
towards his work had shifted and he came to be celebrated as a hero of American
painting. This change in perspective towards Eakins’ work began in 1933 when Reginald
Marsh funded Lloyd Goodrich to write the first biography of Eakins, which according to
Kirkpatrick “became the definitive statement on Eakins and an atonement, however
prosaic, for half a century of neglect.”51 Due to his friendships with Marsh and Goodrich
and his visiting the 1961 Eakins exhibition at the Philadelphia Museum of Art twice,
Soyer was undoubtedly familiar with Eakins’ artistic philosophy and the unfavorable
criticism he received during his lifetime, both of which he would have identified with.52
Indeed, throughout his career Soyer was a committed realist, choosing scenes of
everyday life for his subjects, which he depicted in an unvarnished fashion. According to
art historian Frank Gettings, “Soyer is a subjective observer of people, an apprehender of
their moods.”53 Examples of his honesty to his subjects’ personalities and physical forms
can be seen in works from various stages of his career. In 1917, Soyer created The Artist’s
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Mother (fig. 1.6), an etching uncompromising in its depiction of his melancholic,
overweight mother. Commenting on the etching, Soyer stated, “She had been a pretty
young woman, but then with the frustrations of being poor and having many children, she
became heavy and very unhappy with her lot.”54 Discussing Soyer’s Depression-era street
scenes, paintings such as In the City Park and Transients (fig. 1.7; 1936), Goodrich
concluded, “His portrayal of the underprivileged was objective… Soyer’s bums were not
products of his imagination.”55
In Homage to Thomas Eakins, Soyer continued to paint honestly, glamorizing
neither his personality nor his physical form, nor those of his contemporaries. He
admitted as much when he wrote the following about the painting,
The composition seems to satisfy me. But it’s a long way from being finished. My
goal is to make the whole painting as living and intense as each individual portrait
of the artists. Will I be able to capture the tremor in the temples of Jack Levine’s
portrait, the anxious face of Moses Soyer? Or the aura of aloneness about
Hopper? However, although I have hardly begun to dig into these portraits, their
being next to one another seems to help to point up their individual likenesses.56
According to art historian Melissa Berry, in Homage to Delacroix, Fantin-Latour,
by positioning himself and his contemporaries around a portrait of Delacroix, attested to
Delacroix’s roles as “the talismanic leader of the younger avant-garde” and “more
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universally, as the ‘anointed first painter of his era.’”57 Similarly, in Homage to Thomas
Eakins, Soyer positioned himself and his contemporaries in front of Eakins’ famous
paintings, attesting to Eakins’ roles as a founder of American realism and as the
“talismanic leader” of the artists featured in the painting. According to Berry, Homage to
Delacroix was also intended to include those “whom Fantin felt best encapsulated the
world of Parisian art.”58 Similarly, in Homage to Thomas Eakins, Soyer chose as his
figures those who were respected in the New York art world. All of the artists depicted in
the painting were represented in major museums in New York, as well as across the
country, and even internationally, and Goodrich was the current director at the Whitney
Museum of American Art.59 Besides attesting to Delacroix’s roles as the “talismanic
leader of the younger avant-garde” and as the “anointed first painter of his era,” Berry
said that through Homage to Delacroix, Fantin-Latour demonstrated his own artistic
beliefs and defended those of the other figures in the painting.60 A similar statement can
be made about Soyer and Homage to Thomas Eakins. Discussing Soyer’s career, Gettings
stated, “Given the great critical acclaim and popularity of abstract art, it is of note that
Soyer has attained a position of honor and recognition.”61 Although Soyer did not
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experience the level of criticism that Eakins did, as mentioned earlier, he and his
contemporaries perceived the art establishment as favoring abstract art over
representational art. Perhaps inspired by Eakins’ stubborn refusal to alter his painting
style, Soyer used Homage to Thomas Eakins to allude to Reality and the statement that
appeared in its first issue. Of the figures in the Homage to Thomas Eakins, six of them
(Edward Hopper, Jack Levine, Reginald Marsh, Henry Varnum Poor, Moses Soyer, and
Raphael Soyer) signed the statement that appeared in the first issue of Reality. Thus, in
Homage to Thomas Eakins, by emulating Homage to Delacroix, painting himself and his
contemporaries in front of Eakins’ famous paintings, and by including members of
Reality, Soyer clearly advanced Reality’s purpose of reclaiming the prestige of
contemporary representational art through the tracing of his and his contemporaries
artistic lineage.
Soyer also used Homage to Thomas Eakins to bolster his own artistic reputation.
In his book Manhood, Marriage, and Mischief: Rembrandt’s ‘Night Watch’ and Other
Dutch Group Portraits, Harry Berger discussed how group portraiture acts to promote
solidarity within the group, while simultaneously stimulating “the conflicting desire for
exemplary individual self-representation.”62 This desire is satisfied, or exacerbated, by
the sitter’s position in the painting, with the most prominent position (usually the front
and center) naturally being the most prestigious.63 In Homage to Thomas Eakins,
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although Soyer positions and paints himself conspicuously–he sits in the periphery of the
painting, only his head is shown, his hand covers a large part of his face, and he appears
to blend-in to the gray shirt of the waitress who stands behind him–he subtlety promotes
himself as the exemplary artist of the group. Soyer’s reasons for being subtle about his
self-promotion may have been to avoid seeming conceited in the eyes of his
contemporaries. Nevertheless, he continued to use the painting to elevate his artistic
reputation. The two most prominent positions in the painting are occupied by Goodrich
and Moses Soyer, who are positioned in the center of the painting. In addition to one on
Eakins, Goodrich had also published biographies on Hopper, Marsh, and Soyer. Thus,
although Soyer positioned Hopper and Marsh more prominently than himself, through his
positioning of Goodrich he obliquely reinforced his own significance, according to a
respected art historian.64
Besides his connection to Goodrich, Soyer’s connection to Moses Soyer
evidences his judgment of himself to be an exemplary representational artist. As
mentioned earlier, Raphael and Moses were twins and received almost identical artistic
training. The similarities of their physical features and training created an interesting
predicament for the brothers. Discussing time as students at the National Academy of
Design, Soyer admitted that he and Moses were becoming increasingly aware “of our
special problem of being twins, of having the same interests and attitudes, which tended
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to make our work look alike.’”65 No doubt the brothers (and their respective works) were
often confused for one another. To remedy the problem, Raphael and Moses decided to
study at different art schools, with Raphael remaining at the National Academy of Design
and Moses transferring to the Educational Alliance Art School.66 Their decision to forge
their own respective paths does not seem to have resulted in them developing their own
distinct styles. Indeed, their works are marked by almost indeterminable paint handling,
creation of forms, tonality, and mood. An example of the similarity between the brothers’
styles can be seen when comparing Moses’ Girl With a Cigarette (fig. 1.8; 1968) and
Raphael’s Cynthia in Thought (fig. 1.9; 1967). Both artists used muted colors and
painterly brushstrokes to define the forms of their introspective subjects, who sit in front
of a plain background. Also, they both used light and shadow to intensify their subjects.
Due to their being twins, their shared artistic training and experiences, and their
incredibly similar styles, Moses acted as the perfect stand-in for Raphael.
Besides their being twins, their shared experiences, and their incredibly similar
styles, it is worth noting that in 1963, the same year that he began painting Homage to
Thomas Eakins, Soyer painted Double Portrait (fig. 1.10). In Double Portrait, Soyer
painted himself beside Moses, highlighting their similar physical features, and indicating
their close relationship. A significant difference between Double Portrait and Homage to
Thomas Eakins is that the respective poses and positions of Soyer and Moses are
inverted. In Double Portrait, Raphael occupies the most prominent position, his hands
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are folded in front of him, and his shoulders are slightly turned. Moses sits slightly
behind Raphael and closer to the periphery of the painting, part of his body is obscured
by Raphael, and his right hand rests on his chin. By comparison, in Homage to Thomas
Eakins, Moses occupies the most prominent position, his hands are folded in front of him,
and his shoulders are slightly turned, and Raphael sits in the periphery of the painting,
most of his body is obscured, and his right hand rests on his chin. Between Double
Portrait and Homage to Thomas Eakins, Raphael and Moses traded positions and poses,
demonstrating Raphael’s consideration of himself and Moses as artistically
interchangeable. By placing Moses in the front and center of Homage to Thomas Eakins,
Raphael declared him and, more cleverly, himself to be the exemplary representational
artists of the group. Whether Soyer’s attempt at subtle self-promotion was effective or
not, his status as the creator of the work afforded him recognition. Indeed, Soyer alluded
to the publicity he received from creating the painting when he wrote,
Well, it seems I started something with my Homage to Eakins. These days it’s
such an off-beat thing to do–a huge representational painting, a group portrait of
men. The news that I was doing this reached the ears of the avid collector, Joseph
H. Hirshhorn. My dealer [Bella Fishko] brought him, together with his curator,
Abram Lerner, to my studio, and a collector’s scoop was made by his quick
purchase of the entire work–the as yet unfinished large painting, plus all the
studies for it. This event was reported in the art page of the Sunday Times, with a
reproduction of the painting and a photograph of myself in front of it.67

67

Soyer, Homage to Thomas Eakins, Etc., 176.
23

Although Reality-a Journal of Artists’ Opinions ceased to exist after 1955, Soyer
continued to respond to the ascendancy of abstract art and its promulgation by the art
establishment through his work. In Homage to Thomas Eakins, Soyer painted himself and
his contemporaries in front of Eakins’ famous paintings Salutat, The Gross Clinic, and
William Rush and his Model. Deriving his inspirations for the painting from the 1961
Eakins exhibition at the Philadelphia Museum of Art and Fantin-Latour’s Homage to
Delacroix, in Homage to Thomas Eakins specifically, Soyer clearly identified himself and
his contemporaries as the inheritors of the tradition of American realism founded by
Eakins. Also, in Homage to Thomas Eakins, Soyer, despite his inconspicuous positioning,
sought to increase his artistic reputation through his positioning of his twin brother
Moses.
As we will see in the next two chapters, Soyer responded to the ascendancy of
abstract art in other works and in other ways. After a nearly twenty year hiatus, Soyer
returned to painting street scenes in the late 1950s. Through these street scenes, Soyer
both criticized abstract art as being antihuman and expressed his own feelings of being
ostracized from the New York art world.
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Figure 1.1 Raphael Soyer, Williamsburg Bridge. 1927. Pencil and watercolor on paper,
21.27cm x 38.1cm. Collection unknown.

Figure 1.2 Raphael Soyer, In the City Park. c. 1934. Oil on canvas, 96.52cm x 101.6cm.
Collection of Arnold Lieber and Mary Soyer Lieber, New York City.

25

Figure 1.3 Raphael Soyer, Pensive Girl. 1946-1947. Oil on canvas, 100.65cm x 74.93cm.
Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh.
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Figure 1.4 Raphael Soyer, Homage to Thomas Eakins. 1963-1965. Oil on canvas,
223.8cm x 203.7cm. Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C.
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Figure 1.5 Henri Fantin-Latour, Homage to Delacroix. 1864. Oil on canvas, 160cm x
250cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.

Figure 1.6 Raphael Soyer, The Artist’s Mother. 1917. Etching on paper, 20.2cm x 15.1
cm. Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 1.7 Raphael Soyer, Transients. 1936. Oil on canvas, 95.3cm x 86.7cm. Blanton
Museum of Art, Austin.

Figure 1.8 Moses Soyer, Girl With a Cigarette. 1968. Oil on canvas, 90.17cm x 64.77cm.
Portland Art Museum, Portland.
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Figure 1.9 Raphael Soyer, Cynthia in Thought. 1967. Oil on canvas, 106.68cm x
81.28cm. Collection unknown.

Figure 1.10 Raphael Soyer, Double Portrait. 1963. Oil on canvas, 76.2cm x 60.96cm.
Collection of Mrs. George H. Boynton, Tuxedo Park, N.Y.
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CHAPTER TWO: RAPHAEL SOYER AND THE CONTINUATION OF
THE HUMANIST DEBATE
In Self-Revealment: a Memoir, Soyer claimed that his work “never became
politically slanted,” and that he only painted what he saw around him.68 Despite these
claims, Soyer did, to some degree, connect his art with his politics. Although too complex
to be fully addressed in this paper, a brief outline of the connection between Soyer’s art
and his politics prior to 1958, as well as of the general political relationships between
Communists and liberals between 1930 and the mid-1950s, are necessary to provide
context for Soyer’s street scenes of the 1960s.
In 1929, with the encouragement of his wife, Rebecca, and painter Nicolai
Cikovsky, Soyer, by then an active member of the Communist Party, joined the
communist John Reed Club.69 The purposes of the Club, as defined by its constitution,
were as follows:
to work within all cultural mediums for the international revolutionary labor
movement, to clarify and crystallize our own theories of art and their relation to
the revolutionary labor movement, to struggle against all art and literature rooted
in bourgeois ideology, to help further an international movement of revolutionary
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cultural workers, to serve as a protective and welfare organization for its
members.70
Discussing the Club’s significance to him, Soyer admitted, “To me personally, the Club
was of great significance, for it helped me to acquire a progressive world outlook.”71 In
1932, he submitted a work titled No Help Wanted to the American Contemporary Art
Galleries’ Twenty John Reed Club Artists exhibition, and in 1933 he submitted a work
titled Park Bench to the Club’s second exhibition titled The Social Viewpoint in Art.72
Further immersing himself in the Club’s activities, Soyer agreed to teach at its art school,
contributed literature to its exhibitions, and protested in response to Nelson Rockefeller’s
destruction of Diego Rivera’s mural Man at the Crossroads (1934).73
During the 1930s, besides being a member of the John Reed Club, Soyer was
also a member of the American Artists Congress (AAC), which aimed to “achieve unity
of action among artists of recognized standing in their profession on all issues which
concern their economic and cultural security and freedom, and to fight war, Fascism and
reaction, destroyers of art and culture.”74 Founded out of the John Reed Club during the
mid-1930s, the AAC was supposedly free from Communist Party influence, reflecting a
shift in the policy of the Communist Party that “encouraged cooperation with liberals in a
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‘popular front’ against the threat of war and fascism.”75 The Congress’ initial formation
out of the John Reed Club and its left-leaning political agenda, created a comfortable
climate for those artists who identified as communist.
Discussing his response to the “events of the thirties,” Soyer admitted that
while other artists joined the Lincoln Brigade and fought in support of the Loyalists in the
Spanish Civil War, he, with his “natural low-pulsed reaction,” painted Workers Armed
(fig. 2.1; 1936) to “describe the people’s army against Fascism.”76 In Workers Armed, a
group of working class men, as is indicated by their plain clothes and the flat cap worn by
the central figure, brandish guns and appear ready to fight their implied facist and/or
bourgeois oppressors. Meanwhile, they are simultaneously cheered on and gaped at by a
group of women standing behind them.
Although Workers Armed clearly advocates for a proletarian uprising and
opposes Fascism, Soyer’s more typical response to the “events of the thirties” was to
plainly depict the realities of the Great Depression. Discussing Soyer’s paintings of the
thirties, Hemingway stated that while it is broadly true that Soyer did not produce a
specifically propagandistic painting, with the exception of Worker’s Armed, “it seems
unlikely that he would have concentrated so much on images of the unemployed in the
early 1930s without the impetus of his political involvement.”77 Soyer’s involvement
with the John Reed Club, his affiliation with the AAC, and the socially conscious content
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of his paintings all indicate that he did, to some degree, connect his art with his politics
during the late 1920s and 1930s.
Although Soyer and other Communists maintained their political beliefs during
the 1940s and 1950s, many of their liberal contemporaries discarded their communist
sentiments and turned towards bourgeois democracy, believing it to be the best form of
government available at the time. Following Stalin’s non-aggression pact with Hitler in
August, 1939, “the interest of American artists and intellectuals in the ‘Russian
experiment’ began to wane,” and when the Soviet Union invaded Finland in December,
1939, the popular front received a “fatal blow.”78 According to Hemingway, for Soyer,
“the decline of the Communist-led left can be registered in terms of a more private
iconography… one focused on individual reactions in the studio.”79 Indeed, despite being
celebrated during the Great Depression for his city scenes featuring “shop girls, office
workers, and other urban types,” during the 1940s and 1950s Soyer retreated to the studio
and increasingly painted single figures of women, such as Pensive Girl (fig. 1.3;
1946-47).80 Although some of Soyer’s studio paintings of women are voyeuristic, such as
Interior with Nude (fig. 2.2; c. 1940), which depicts a shapely woman, seemingly
unaware that she is being watched while she dresses in the private space behind the
screen, the majority of Soyer’s studio paintings work against standard tropes of
objectification. Indeed, as Hemingway has observed, the “direct and matter of fact way”
78
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in which Soyer “pictures the signifiers of sexuality,” and his painting women standing
rather than in a traditional reclining pose, prevents interpretation of these works as erotic
and forces the viewer, who sees the figures at eye level or in some cases looks up to
them, to confront them as equals.81 Indeed, an example of this can be seen in Soyer’s
painting Nude (fig. 2.3; c. 1952). Besides his empowered depiction of the female figure,
Soyer also gave his models, many of whom were not professionals, individuality at a time
when the obscuration of the identity of the figure was considered avant-garde. Indeed, in
1959, the Museum of Modern Art held the exhibition New Images of Man, which
included works by Alberto Giacometti, Jean Dubuffet, Pollock, de Kooning, and others,
most of whom abstracted the human figure.82 By individualizing his models, Soyer
dignified ordinary people by inducting them into the “realm of art.”83 While not
containing any overt communist content or message, Soyer’s female figure paintings of
the 1940s and 1950s continued to indicate the persistence of his political beliefs in the
creation of his art. His empowered depictions of the female model aligned with the
gender equality preached by the Communist Party, and the individuality he gave his
models disregarded class as a prerequisite for being featured in a work of art.84
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During the 1950s, as Communists and liberals became increasingly
disassociated, their respective artistic styles became polarized. According to Hemingway,
“for Communists and liberals alike, the key stakes in critical discourse on the arts in the
1950s – politically speaking – were represented by the term ‘humanism’”.85 For
Communists, this critical discourse “relied heavily on the Zhdanovist doctrine of Soviet
Socialist Realism,” which sought to purge the USSR of “the influence of western
Modernism,” and to institutionalize the “general humanist principle” that was Marxist
culture.86 For Communists, humanism was associated with a progressive and optimistic
view of the human condition, which asserted the importance of individualism and
collectivism in the service of societal improvement.87 It was a product of progressive
movements, and was generally manifested in what is essentially realism.88 Indeed, in his
discussion of Marxist art following World War II, art historian John P. Murphy indicated
as much when he wrote,
Marxist artists needed to steer between the Scylla of naturalism and the Charybdis
of abstraction; naturalism fell prey to an anti-dialectical, photographic
reproduction (content with no form) while abstraction risked “infidelity to
truth” (form with no content or form as content). Instead, Marxists “must
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recognize and bring out the humanist function of art, which in unfavorable
periods is a source of health for the concept of man, and in favorable periods a
means of perfecting man.89
For liberals, humanism was associated with pessimism, the idea of war as
inherent to human nature, of man’s mind being subjugated to the mysterious forces of the
subconscious, and as defying the “‘dehumanizing consequences of technical mass
civilization.’”90 It was generally manifested in nonrepresentational works and works
featuring obscure subjects, both of which served to “articulate expression for the ‘wounds
of existence,’” in what is essentially Modernism.91 Although the two groups had radically
different definitions of humanism, both “tried to claim title to greater human
significance.”92 Indeed, Communist critics labeled abstract art as being ‘anti-human,’
while liberal critics labeled realist works as being “‘sentimental,’” “‘old-fashioned,’” and
“‘not necessarily expressions of modern reality.’”93
At the forefront of the debate between Communists and liberals and their
respective definitions and manifestations of humanism was Soyer. As mentioned in
Chapter 1, Soyer was a founder and editor of Reality–a Journal of Artists’ Opinions,
which in its first issue in 1953 contained a statement which he and forty-six other artists
signed. In the statement, the artists collectively defended their shared humanist
89
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philosophy and condemned the art establishment for their promulgation of abstract art.94
In the same issue of the magazine the artists wrote a collective letter to the Museum of
Modern Art. In the letter, the artists began by asserting their identification with “the
‘humanist’ outlook,” and criticized the Museum for supposedly giving undue attention to
non-objective works.95 The artists pressed the museum to adopt the “humanist” outlook
they championed:
It might be pointed out in defense of our outlook that it is not an isolated or
outmoded one. There appears to be in all creative fields a movement towards a
return to the humanities. The universities throughout the country have begun to
discover that the abstract sciences, technology and processes are not enough in
education; that the purely operative individual is something less than an asset to
society. There has been a strong revival of classical studies, a new emphasis upon
those activities that tend to create stable values and moral and spiritual breadth.
The immensely increased art activity within the universities reflects this
humanistic reawakening. Educational leaders, as well as artists and public, look
toward the Modern Museum for direction. Thus, it is our feeling that the Museum
should meet their need with a broad and well-considered program carrying out the
democratic principles which it has stated so well.96
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Not all of the artists involved with the magazine held views that necessarily aligned with
its message, however. Indeed, according to Hemingway,
Of the forty-seven, many had been or were leftists, but they also included Bishop,
Burchfield and Hopper, who had no such political identifications. Neither did they
hold to any single aesthetic line. The editors explicitly denied that the title
‘Realists’ could serve as a ‘rallying point’ for the group, and some of those
involved practised in idioms that were essentially modernist, among them being
Lawrence, Solman and Toney.97
Nonetheless, Reality’s content was interpreted by the art establishment as being
associated with realism and Communism.
Indeed, this can be seen in the Museum of Modern Art’s response to the letter they
received from Reality. In an open letter addressed to Reality from 1953, Rene
d’Harnoncourt, Alfred H. Barr Jr. and Andrew C. Ritchie, directors of the Museum of
Modern Art, asserted that the Museum favored neither representational nor non-objective
art.98 They did this by providing statistics on the significant percentage of
representational works in the Museum’s collection and by calling attention to recent
exhibitions at the Museum that featured realist artists, among whom were Soyer, Sloan,
Bishop, Marsh, du Bois, Hopper, Shahn, and many others.99 The directors then restated
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the Museum’s declared policy of opposing “any attempt to make art, or any opinion about
art, conform to a single point of view,” and continued by pointing out that dogmatism
could be applied to non-objectivism just as well as it could be applied to the magazine’s
brand of humanism, or realism.100 Concluding, the directors passive aggressively
associated the members of Reality and the humanism they promoted with oppressive
Communist governments,
And, in a friendly spirit, may we remind the publishers of ‘Reality’ that even as
noble a word as ‘humanism’ has recently been converted into a mask for several
varieties of dogmatic intolerance. Many artists of the ‘Reality’ group are doubtless
unaware of this. As for the Museum, umpires are not infallible but we try to call
them as we see them.101
No doubt the directors were referring to the government of the Soviet Union, which
proclaimed the “humanist” convictions of Joseph Stalin in Pravda, the official newspaper
of the state’s Communist Party.102 As he indicated in Self-Revealment: A Memoir, Soyer
was aware of the directors’ implicit warning against Communist influences, as well as
similar warnings from the editors of Art News and Art Digest.103
As mentioned in Chapter 1, in 1958, the Museum of Modern Art organized the
exhibition New American Painting, which, according to art historian Irving Sandler,
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signaled the art establishment’s wholehearted endorsement of Abstract Expressionism.104
That same year, in response to the art establishment’s general endorsement of abstract art
and, by extension, what he and his colleagues considered antihumanism, Soyer returned
to painting street scenes after a nearly twenty year hiatus. Like Homage to Thomas
Eakins, these street scenes are much larger than Soyer’s earlier works, suggesting his
desire to match the scale of the Abstract Expressionists. Besides their size, however, it is
clear from their content that two of these street scenes, Village East Street Scene (fig. 2.4;
1965-66) and Avenue of the Americas (fig. 2.5; 1969), continued the humanist debate.
In both Village East Street Scene and Avenue of the Americas, Soyer depicted
connecting figures–the mother and her child in the former, and the couple holding hands
and the couple hugging in the latter. In his discussion of an etching of the mother and
child from Village East Street Scene, Soyer admitted, “I thought of this scene as mother
and madonna. To me she signifies the madonna of our times.”105 Soyer’s portrayal of the
young mother and her child in Village East Street Scene recalls Renaissance images of the
Madonna and Child, including Andrea Mantegna’s Madonna with Sleeping Child (fig.
2.6; c. 1465), which Soyer sketched during a trip to Berlin in 1963 (fig. 2.7; 1963).106 In
Madonna with Sleeping Child, Mantegna portrayed the Madonna and Child as quotidian.
The setting for the painting appears terrestrial, rather than celestial, there are no saints or
celestial beings present, and, most noticeably, the halos that typically would be seen
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above their heads are absent. Like the Madonna and Child in Madonna with Sleeping
Child, the mother and child in Village East Street Scene are also portrayed as quotidian.
On the wall behind them are “indecent and sentimental scribblings,” the cityscape they
inhabit appears dirty and dingy, and a Fallout Shelter sign serves as the mother’s halo.107
Despite being in “an atmosphere of deprivation and drabness,” as Soyer described it, the
young mother is content with her child, and her motherly love is effectively
communicated.108 By recalling the iconography of the quotidian Madonna and Child, the
mother and child in Village East Street Scene embody a pure and virtuous human
connection. Similarly virtuous human connections can be seen in the figures holding
hands and hugging in Avenue of the Americas, who are positioned in the center of the
painting.
In close proximity to these connecting figures are posters which reference either
contemporary conflicts that were disruptive to human connection or contemporary
movements that promoted peace and racial equality. The Fallout poster that looms over
the young mother’s head in Village East Street Scene refers to Americans’ fears of nuclear
annihilation during the Cold War. After the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki in August, 1945, Americans’ “belief that only the A-bomb had forestalled
an inevitable invasion of Japan,” led millions of Americans to celebrate its use in the
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war.109 As Americans began to realize that the atomic bomb could potentially be turned
against their own cities, however, their jubilation was replaced by fear. Although
Americans’ fears of nuclear annihilation temporarily faded in during the late 1940s and
early 1950s, “By the mid-1950s, Cold War hostilities, the deployment of Nike Hercules
missiles around U.S. cities, and the race for more powerful intercontinental ballistic
missiles (ICBMs) and more sophisticated war-heads had reawakened fears of nuclear
war.”110 With the Cuban Missile Crisis occurring in October, 1962, Americans’ fears of
nuclear annihilation seemed to reach their peak. Although these fears did subside during
the mid to late 1960s, as “Washington and Moscow were cautiously cooperating to avoid
nuclear catastrophe,” they were, nonetheless, still present in people’s minds.111 By
placing the Fallout shelter poster above the young mother’s head, Soyer juxtaposed the
purity, virtuosity, and innocence of the young mother and her child with the threat of
nuclear war. The effect of this juxtaposition is that Soyer both condemned the
destructiveness of war and provided a simple solution to it–human connection.
In Village East Street Scene, Soyer also condemned and provided a solution to
racism. During the 1950s, the civil rights movement emerged to combat the
institutionalized racism that continued to plague the United States. Although minority
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groups did achieve some significant civil rights victories prior to the 1950s, the
“watershed” for civil rights in the United States was the case Brown v. The Topeka Board
of Education (1954), in which the Supreme Court unanimously ruled school segregation
to be unconstitutional.112 Distasteful to many white southerners, the Court’s ruling
inspired aggressive and violent reactions against school integration. The most famous of
these reactions occurred in 1957 at Little Rock Central High School in Arkansas, where
over 1,000 US paratroopers were deployed to “maintain public order and avoid
bloodshed after angry segregationist mobs had surrounded the school to prevent the entry
of the black pupils.”113 Although the late 1950s and early 1960s saw many landmark
moments and victories in the civil rights movement, problems remained. As historian
Kevern Verney has noted, “despite the advances made between 1955 and 1965 racial
relations remained an acute problem in US society, not least in the large cities of the
North and on the West Coast, which had been left largely untouched by the campaigns of
the civil rights movements.”114 Indeed, the famous Watts race riot that occurred in Los
Angeles in 1965 “was one of the first of 239 outbreaks of racial violence in over 200 US
cities in the five ‘long hot summers’ of 1964-68.”115
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In Village East Street Scene, the mother and child are of different races.
Discussing the mother and child, Soyer wrote, “This is a young woman called Gypsy who
had a child with a black man.”116 According to anthropologist Carol Shepherd McClain,
The broader social acceptance of interracial romance saw its beginnings in the
early to mid-1960s, before the 1967 Supreme Court decision in Loving vs.
Virginia, and coincident with the major advances of the civil rights movement.
Before the 1960s, Black/White marriage occurred only rarely and prompted White
backlash of varying intensities when it did occur… Despite the passage of historic
civil rights legislation in 1964 and 1965, the Supreme Court's striking down of
state laws against interracial marriage in 1967, and the enactment of the Fair
Housing Act in 1968, Black/White interracial couples still faced family and social
condemnation throughout the 1960s, especially severe in White families. Black
families were more accommodating, in keeping with historical patterns of
acceptance of their mulatto kin.117
Although it is unclear whether the woman whom Soyer refers to as Gypsy was married to
the father of her child, the mere fact that she had a romantic relationship with a black man
would have been reason enough for her to experience some degree of familial and social
condemnation. This same mother and child appear in a drawing by Soyer from the 1960s
titled Amos on Racial Equality (fig. 2.8; 1960s). In the drawing, Soyer also provided a
detail of the child, and cited the biblical verse Amos 9:7 in both English and Hebrew,
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“Are you not as the children of the Ethiopians unto me, O children of Israel?”118
Discussing Amos on Racial Equality, Baskind wrote, “Soyer cites the scriptures… to help
him make the case that all people should be treated equally–that God saw all creation as
His children.”119 Thus, it is clear that in Village East Street Scene, Soyer was also
promoting human connection as the solution to racism, which he denounced.
As he did in Village East Street Scene, in Avenue of the Americas, Soyer also
portrayed posters which referenced war, as well as posters which referenced the civil
rights and anti-war movements. The leftmost poster in Avenue of the Americas reads
“BIAFRA,” and has a picture of a black child. This is a clear reference to the Nigerian
Civil War, which was fought between the government of Nigeria and the secessionist
state of Biafra, from 1967 to 1970. Resulting in an estimated three million deaths,
including an estimated one million children who died of starvation, the war has been
classified by some writers as a “genocidal response by the Nigerian military government
under General Yakubu Gowon to the 30 May 1967 declaration of independence of the
Republic of Biafra by Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu.”120
Another poster in Avenue of the Americas has a comment on racism, while a
different one features the ‘peace symbol,’ which is a clear reference to the United States’
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involvement in the Vietnam War and the anti-war movement. Although there were
occasional demonstrations against the United States’ policy in Vietnam in the early
1960s, “the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign against North Vietnam in the spring of
1965, however, provided a sharp focus and stimulation for a loose coalition of groups.”121
As the war dragged on, dissent towards it only increased. On October 21, 1967, nearly
one-hundred thousand people attended a rally at the Lincoln Memorial, and then “half of
the crowd marched to the Pentagon for a two-day confrontation that brought over six
hundred arrests and focused national attention on the country's disintegrating
consensus.”122 After the 1968 Tet Offensive rudely awakened Americans to the
capabilities of Viet Cong and their allies, who were assumed to be nearing defeat, public
discontent with the war grew. The American media became increasingly critical of the
United States’ policy in Vietnam, and in 1969, a series of moratoriums, involving
millions of participants, were organized to protest the war. According to historian
Mitchell K. Hall, “the fall 1969 antiwar demonstrations proved to be the high point of
organized dissent.”123
Framing the posters between the couple holding hands, and positioning them on
the wall directly behind the couple hugging, Soyer both condemned and provided a
solution, in the form of human connection, to war and racism. By directly referencing the
civil rights and anti-war movements, however, Soyer also associated the figures in the
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painting with said movements. Indeed, in the painting a young woman, presumably a
‘flower-child’ walks barefoot, and people of a variety of races and ethnicities populate the
scene. Although individuals, there is a feeling of unity amongst the figures in the
painting. Soyer, through his positioning of the figures, has connected all of them through
gesture, eye contact, and form. An imaginary line that connects all of the figures in the
painting can be drawn from the guitar of the young man on the left side of the painting to
the man wearing the orange vest on the right side of the painting (fig. 2.9). Thus, the
entire painting is one large scene of human connection.
Viewers of Village East Street Scene and Avenue of the Americas are not simple
spectators of human connection, but instead are invited to participate in the human
connection they are witnessing. In Village East Street Scene, viewers receive their
invitation from the young girl who stands in front of the mother and child. With her
welcoming smile and eye contact, viewers are acknowledged and drawn into the scene.
Similarly, in Avenue of the Americas, the central figure acknowledges viewers and draws
them into the scene by making direct eye contact with them. The consequence of viewers’
participation in these scenes of human connection is that they also become a part of the
solution to war and racism that is human connection.
Aside from being disruptive to human connection and their relevance in 1960s
American society, war and racism were, in fact, associated with Abstract Expressionism
by some Marxists. According to Murphy, following World War II, the idea that abstract
art could lead to nuclear war held currency amongst many Marxists in the United
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States.124 Indeed, in a 1953 article on African-American artist, Charles White, Communist
artist Hugo Gellert asserted that “there is a connection between destruction of the human
form in the abstract and its actual atomic destruction,” and that “by their elimination of
the human form and their negation of humanism,” abstract artists “help in their own way
to condition the human mind to become reconciled to the possible annihilation of
mankind.”125 The link between abstract art and atomic destruction was even purported in
more mainstream magazines, such as Fortune, which “ran an article on the atomic
explosion at Bikini (Bikini Atoll) that linked art with a new era of fragmentation: abstract
art in particular, it was claimed, ‘could communicate the new meaning of human
experience, the incredible feeling of total disintegration.’”126 As Murphy has noted,
“however implausible, this dramatic leap from formal abstraction to atomic destruction
hinged on the phrase the ‘negation of humanism.’”127 Indeed, during the Cold War,
humanism was Marxist critics’ answer to the perceived antihumanism of nonfigurative
abstract art.128 Soyer’s own association of abstract art with nuclear annihilation is
evidenced in an impromptu writing from 1957, in which Soyer, speaking about himself in
the third person, mocked critics of his work,
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Soyer is told every once in a while: “Raphael you have lots of talent, but what are
you doing? This is the age of the atom, of technology. Instead of trying to create
an atomic art, an abstract art, a non-objective art, an art of dissolution, of
destruction, of miasma of death, you paint people. Are you not embarrassed?”129
Besides associating abstract art with atomic destruction, Soyer was clearly suspicious of
its use as a cultural weapon during the Cold War. Indeed, in his c. 1960 interview with
“G.R.,” when questioned on why he believed Abstract Expressionism became so popular
Soyer stated,
I think the government or the C.I.A. had something to do with it (the popularity of
Abstract Expressionism). They spread the gospel of abstract expressionism as
against the absolute realism of the Soviets. I know that the government sent the
abstract expressionist exhibitions all over the place at one time; but not the
realists. Realism was supposed to have been communist. It was very stupid of
them, but that’s what they thought.130
In her book Abstract expressionism: other politics, art historian Ann Eden
Gibson asserted the exclusivity of Abstract Expressionism:
As the myth of Abstract Expressionism developed from the late forties through
the fifties, it established the reputations of artists such as Jackson Pollock, Willem
de Kooning, Robert Motherwell, Mark Rothko, and others. A rebellious
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movement, it aimed not only to revolutionize representation by superceding
America’s regionalism, realism, and recognizably national styles like French
Cubism, but in doing so also to oppose America’s isolationism, imperialism, and
ethnocentrism. In its redefinition of styles and themes, however, Abstract
Expressionism also neatly invalidated the products of those who were not among
America’s most powerful persons: white heterosexual males. Artists who were
thus privileged discredited or appropriated aesthetic strategies that paralleled
experiences (such as masking, maternalism, and social invisibility) more familiar
to blacks, to women, to gays, and to lesbians.131
Indeed, as she went on to say, “until the eighties only the work of what could be called
the ‘essential eight’–Adolf Gottlieb, Willem de Kooning, Motherwell, Barnett Newman,
Pollock, Ad Reinhardt, Rothko, and Clyfford Still–seemed central,” and “those who were
the most ‘different’ from the white male norm (black female artists, for instance), had
great difficulty establishing their ability to produce what Abstract Expressionist circles
would see as meaning of consequence.”132
In the humanist debate that surrounded Reality magazine, realism acted as a
synonym for humanism, and vice versa.133 The same can be said for abstract art and
antihumanism. An editor and founder of Reality, and as is evidenced in his various diaries
and interviews, Soyer clearly identified realism and abstract art with humanism and
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antihumanism, respectively. With war and racism being decidedly antihuman, and Soyer
identifying antihumanism with abstract art, Soyer’s inclusion of the posters referencing
war and racism in Village East Street Scene and Avenue of the Americas enabled him to
also reference Abstract Expressionism. The result of this is that, like war and racism,
abstract art was cast as being antithetical to human connection.
According to Lloyd Goodrich, the following words by Soyer reflect the
philosophy that has guided Soyer’s art throughout his career:
My art is representational by choice. In my opinion, if the art of painting is to
survive, it must describe and express people, their lives and times. It must
communicate… I consider myself a modern artist, or rather an artist of today,…
because I am influenced by the thoughts, the life and the aesthetics of our time. I
am also an inheritor of many great painters who preceded me and made tradition
living, on-going and ever renewable like nature itself, by finding dynamic,
contemporary and personal ways to depict and interpret their life and their
time.134
In Village East Street Scene and Avenue of the Americas, Soyer, besides
criticizing abstract art as disruptive to human connection, demanded acknowledgement of
the abilities of humanist artists to produce work that both articulates the human
experience and captures contemporary life, reflecting his artistic philosophy. Soyer
executed this demand by portraying specific humanist artists in the paintings.

134

Goodrich and Soyer, Raphael Soyer, 5.
52

In Village East Street Scene, the left half of the painting is occupied by the Beat
poets. Walking in the front of this group is the red-haired Diane di Prima. Born in
Brooklyn, New York in 1934 to Francis and Emma di Prima, di Prima attended high
school in New York City before attending Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania in
1951.135 After two years at Swarthmore College, di Prima dropped out and moved back to
New York City, settling in Greenwich Village.136 There, she became involved in the Beat
movement, and “lived a bohemian existence that included editing, theater, music,
performance, art, sex, drugs, and, above all, poetry.”137 In 1958, di Prima published This
Kind of Bird Flies Backwards, her first book of poetry. Three years later, she became one
of the editors, along with Jones, of The Floating Bear, a monthly newsletter that featured
works by the Beats, the New York School, and writers from Black Mountain College. Di
Prima continued to edit the newsletter until 1969.138 She has been described as “the most
prominent woman poet of the Beat Generation.”139
Behind di Prima and to her left, walks Allen Ginsberg. Arguably the most
famous of the poets featured in the painting, Ginsberg was born in 1926, in Newark, New
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Jersey, to a family of Jewish-Russian immigrants.140 His mother “was a card-carrying
Communist, who took Allen and his brother to events and summer camps organized by
the Party,” and his father “considered himself a socialist and participated in communist
activities to accompany his wife.”141 After graduating from Columbia University in 1948,
Ginsberg, with the encouragement of his mentor, poet William Carlos Williams, decided
to devote his life to poetry.142 In 1956, Ginsberg published Howl and Other Poems, which
included his famous poems “Howl”, “A Supermarket in California”, “Sunflower Sutra”,
and “America,” and which gained him national fame. Although it is too complex to be
fully addressed here, “Howl,” which has been described as “the most controversial and
influential long poem written by an American during the second half of the twentieth
century,” was “seized by authorities as obscene, and found by a court to have ‘redeeming
social significance.’”143
Following Ginsberg is Gregory Corso. Corso was born in 1930 to teenage
parents who split a year later.144 He had a troubled childhood, spending his days in and
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out of foster homes and orphanages.145 At age sixteen, Corso was incarcerated for theft.146
Upon his release from jail in 1950, Corso met Ginsberg in a bar in Greenwich Village,
who would introduce him to experimental poetry.147 Corso would go on to publish a
number of poetry collections, including Gasoline (1958), Bomb (1958), and Long Live
Man (1962). Aside from writing, Corso briefly taught at the State University of New
York, Buffalo, before being dismissed from his post in 1965 after he refused to sign an
affidavit certifying that he was not a member of the Communist Party.148 According to
literary scholar Kirby Olson, “Corso is often thought of as a comic sidekick to the more
serious Ginsberg,” however, as he went on to say, “Corso’s work has been consistently
misread, even by his own close friends who do not see the seriousness of his themes.”149
Behind Corso and to his right, we can see the face of Amiri Baraka (formally
LeRoi Jones).150 Baraka was born in 1934 in Newark, New Jersey to Coyt LeRoy Jones
and Anna Lois Jones.151 He described his background as “middle class Negro i.e., lower
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middle class American.”152 In 1952, Baraka began attending Howard University,
however, finding it “intellectually stultifying”, he dropped out in 1954.153 In 1957,
Baraka moved to Greenwich Village, where “he became deeply involved with the entire
post-World War II avant-garde.”154 Indeed, according to literary scholar William J. Harris,
Baraka’s friends and teachers “included Allen Ginsberg of the Beat Generation, Frank
O’Hara of the New York School, and especially Charles Olson of the Black Mountain
Group.”155 In 1961, Baraka began working with di Prima on The Floating Bear, and in
1964 he premiered his play Dutchman, which “brought him overnight fame.”156
Although Beat poetry was considered avant-garde, Soyer was, nonetheless,
attracted to it. This attraction was primarily due to the Beat poets perceived ability to
capture and communicate the human experience. Indeed, in her book Raphael Soyer and
the Search for Modern Jewish Art, art historian Samantha Baskind explained Soyer’s
attraction to the Beat poets,
In “America” the poem Soyer professed to admire, Ginsberg addresses the
spiritual and cultural decline of the country, a concern of Soyer’s as well. In the
same October 3, 1966, diary entry in which Soyer compliments “America,” he
also says of Ginsberg and several other Beat poets’ work: “Is this kind of poetry
analogous to avant-garde painting which also claims to mirror our confused,
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unhappy times? If so, the poetry makes more sense to me. Perhaps through the
medium of words it is more possible to do what the avant-garde painters say they
are doing with their various abstractions. For what meaning is there in imageless
blobs of color on canvas?” It may be that Soyer appreciated avant-garde poetry as
opposed to painting because he felt that, like Ginsberg, one could be vanguard
and still describe man and his world. Ginsberg and the other avant-garde poets in
his circle employed the abstract expressions then popular in America, but still
remained socially minded and acutely aware of the human condition, delineating
the plight of modern man and woman through their chosen artistic form.157
By portraying the Beat poets prominently in Village East Street Scene, Soyer demanded
that the viewer not only acknowledge them as being avant-garde, but more importantly as
humanist artists.
Also in Village East Street Scene and Avenue of the Americas, Soyer portrayed
himself. Unlike the Beat poets, whom he positioned prominently and painted with
dramatic colors, Soyer portrayed himself to be almost fading into the gray cityscape
behind him. While the Beat poets were considered avant-garde in the 1960s, Soyer, and
realism as a whole, were outmoded. Despite his obscurity in the paintings and in the art
world, relative to the Abstract Expressionists, Soyer looks directly out at the viewer,
demanding their acknowledgment of him as a person and as an artist. Indeed, in Avenue
of the Americas, Soyer “clutches a sketchpad, in opposition to the Abstract Expressionists
who did not sketch (with the exception of Franz Kline) but instead applied paint directly
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and spontaneously to canvas.”158 By demanding the viewer’s acknowledgement of him as
an artist, Soyer also demanded their acknowledgement of the “outmoded” techniques,
such as sketching, that he and other realists continued to employ to capture the human
experience.
In both Village East Street Scene and Avenue of the Americas, Soyer continued the
humanist debate that largely centered around Reality magazine. By juxtaposing
connecting figures with posters referencing war and racism, and by associating
connecting figures with the civil rights and anti-war movements, Soyer criticized war and
racism for their destructiveness and provided their solution in the form of human
connection. Additionally, Soyer invited viewers to participate in the human connection
they witnessed in the paintings. With abstract art being associated by some Marxists with
war and racism following World War II, and with it being generally synonymous to
antihumanism in the debate surrounding Reality, Soyer’s juxtaposition of connecting
figures with war and racism enabled him to also cast abstract art as being destructive to
human connection. Also, in Village East Street Scene and Avenue of the Americas, Soyer
demanded acknowledgement of the abilities of humanist artists, regardless of whether
they were regarded as outmoded or avant-garde, to both articulate the human experience
and capture contemporary life. As we will see in Chapter 3, Soyer also used his return to
street scenes to express his own feelings of being ostracized from the New York art
world.
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Figure 2.1 Raphael Soyer, Workers Armed. 1936. Oil on canvas. Private collection.

Figure 2.2 Raphael Soyer, Interior with Nude. c. 1940. Oil on canvas, 60.96cm x 50.8cm.
Collection unknown.
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Figure 2.3 Raphael Soyer, Nude. c. 1952. Oil on canvas, 128cm x 81.8cm. Whitney
Museum of American Art, New York.

Figure 2.4 Raphael Soyer, Village East Street Scene. 1965-66. Oil on canvas, 152.4cm x
152.4cm. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Edward L. Neustadter, Rye, New York.
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Figure 2.5 Raphael Soyer, Avenue of the Americas. 1969. Oil on canvas, 127cm x
203.2cm. Grey Art Gallery, New York University Art Collection, New York.

Figure 2.6 Andrea Mantegna, Madonna with Sleeping Child. c. 1465. Tempera on canvas,
43cm x 32cm. Gemäldegalerie, Berlin.
61

Figure 2.7 Raphael Soyer, Sketch of Mantegna’s Madonna with Sleeping Child. 1963.
Drawing. Collection unknown.

Figure 2.8 Raphael Soyer, Amos on Racial Equality. 1960s. Drawing. Collection of
Rebecca Soyer Beagle, Oakland, California.
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Figure 2.9 Raphael Soyer, Avenue of the Americas. 1969. Oil on canvas, 127cm x
203.2cm. Grey Art Gallery, New York University Art Collection, New York.
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CHAPTER THREE: NEW YORK PAINTER: RAPHAEL SOYER’S RISE
AND FALL IN THE NEW YORK ART WORLD
Throughout his career, Soyer referred to himself as a “New York Painter.”159
The first instance in which he referred to himself as such occurred in the late 1920s, when
he painted the following words in the lower left-hand corner of his Self-Portrait (fig. 3.1;
c. 1927), “RAPHAEL SOYER NEW YORK PAINTER WHO IS SLEEPY WHEN HE IS
NOT PAINTING.”160 In her analysis of the painting, art historian Samantha Baskind
asserted that Soyer labeled himself as a “New York Painter” “to hide his stigma, the label
Jewish, by ‘covering’ it with what he viewed as a more acceptable name–New York.”161
According to Baskind, by labeling himself as a “New York Painter,” Soyer sought to
prove his Americanness.
Throughout his early life, Soyer lived in an anti-Semitic atmosphere. Indeed, as
mentioned in Chapter 1, Soyer and his family were exiled from Russia in 1912 due to
antisemitism, ultimately settling in New York.162 Although they immigrated to the United
States, the Soyer family was no doubt still subject to anti-Semitism, as “anti-Semitic
ideas were so pervasive in America before the Holocaust that they could hardly have been
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avoided.”163 According to Baskind, “to be Jewish in America during the first three
decades of the twentieth century meant to be viewed as exotic and alien,” an attitude
exacerbated by the immigration of over two million mostly poor, unassimilated, Eastern
European Jews–between 1880 and 1920.164
Although Soyer was a Jewish immigrant and was assuredly a victim of antiSemitism in the 1920s, that does not necessarily mean that his labeling of himself as a
“New York Painter” in his 1927 Self-Portrait had anything to do with his Jewishness.
Indeed, in his book Diary of an Artist (1977), Soyer admitted to the absence of Jewish
content in his art,
Of the four artists whose work Irving Howe reproduced in his [World of Our
Fathers], Max Weber, Ben Shahn, Abraham Walkowitz and myself… I was the
least involved with Jewish content in art… I can mention only three paintings of
mine that have Jewish content of some sort: The “Dancing Lesson,” in which my
immigrant mother is holding a Yiddish newspaper; a painting of a Lower East
Side street with a Yiddish sign advertising rooms for rent; and a portrait of my
father shortly before he died holding his own book called Dor Holaykh, (The
Passing Generation).165
If Soyer truly wanted to deflect attention from his Jewishness and assert his
Americanness, wouldn’t he have simply referred to himself as an “American Painter?”
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Answering this question, Baskind argued that Soyer’s labeling of himself as a
“New York Painter,” as opposed to an “American Painter” gave him the flexibility to both
deflect attention from his Jewishness, and to associate himself with the most highly
acclaimed American artists, most of whom were working in New York City.166 Of these
artists, Baskind claimed that Soyer was particularly interested in linking himself with
John Sloan. During the 1920s, “likely as a direct consequence of the nativist tenor in
America between the wars, artists and critics of the period verbalized success in the art
world in terms that exalted Americanness.”167 American artists who painted the American
scene received high praise from the art establishment. Sloan himself was born in the
United States, and, as Baskind pointed out, his New York street scenes were celebrated
for their Americanness by an anonymous critic from The World and critic Charles Wisner
Barrell.168 While Soyer was a student at the Art Students League, Sloan was an instructor
there, and because of his artistic success, he “was likely held up to the young, ambitious
students at the League as a model.”169 Besides this, in the self-written introduction to his
American Artists Monograph, Soyer acknowledged Sloan’s influence on his own work.170
Sloan’s reputation as a “native” painter, in combination with him being an instructor at
the Art Students League while Soyer was a student there, and Soyer’s acknowledgment of
Sloan’s influence on his own work, led Baskind to conclude that Soyer based his 1927
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self-portrait on a similar self-portrait by John Sloan (fig. 3.2; 1917-22) in an attempt to
deflect his Jewishness by proving his Americanness, and, by extension, advance his
career.
In their self-portraits both Sloan and Soyer portray themselves before their
easels, holding their paint brushes, and looking towards the viewer. Although these selfportraits appear very similar to each other, it is debatable whether Soyer really had
Sloan’s 1917 self-portrait in mind when he painted his 1927 self-portrait. The
arrangement employed by both Sloan and Soyer in their respective self-portraits was not
an uncommon one. Indeed, Thomas Hart Benton’s Self-Portrait (fig. 3.3; 1926) and
Reginald Marsh’s Self-Portrait (fig. 3.4; 1927) are contemporaneous examples that
employ a very similar arrangement. Other examples of this arrangement, including
Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait at the Easel (fig. 3.5; 1660) and van Gogh’s Self-Portrait as a
Painter (fig. 3.6, 1887-88), abound in the history of art. Also, in her argument, Baskind
pointed out that Sloan was held up as a model at the Art Students League during Soyer’s
time as a student there, and that Soyer acknowledged Sloan’s influence on his own work.
Although it is true that Soyer held Sloan in high regard, he expressed equal, and in some
cases greater, regard for other artists with whom he was associated. In the self-written
introduction to his American Artists Group Monograph, Soyer also acknowledged his
brothers Isaac’s and Moses’, as well as artist Guy Pène du Bois’ influence on his own
work when he admitted, “their work and opinions have influenced my work… Their
chance praise and studied comment have meant very much to me.”171 Going further, in
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his various diaries and interviews, it is du Bois, who was also an instructor at the Art
Students League during Soyer’s time as a student there, not Sloan, whom Soyer recalled
as the instructor who had the greatest influence on both his work and his career,
The teacher whom I had at the Art Students’ [sic] league [sic] was Y. Paine
Dubois [sic], and he was the one who really… well, he influenced me, because I
had great respect for the pictures he was doing at that time and he was the one I
showed even the work I did at school… at home, away from school… at the Art
Students’ [sic] league [sic] I would bring those things to Dubois [sic] and he
would look at them and express his opinion about them and he was the one who
was influential when I had my first exhibition, and he sent me over to the gallery
[Daniel Gallery].172
Lastly, in her discussion of Sloan’s 1917 self-portrait, Baskind stated that the painting
“could very easily have been seen by Soyer, as it remained in Sloan’s personal collection
until his second wife Helen Farr Sloan gave the work to the Pennsylvania Academy of the
Fine Arts in 1973.”173 Although it is possible that Soyer visited Sloan’s personal
collection, it is very unlikely, as during the 1920s he was “introspective, intensely shy,”
and “inarticulate.”174 Indeed, Soyer himself acknowledged his shyness when he wrote, “I
remember myself in my adolescence and youth, I was the shyest, the most inward, nonSoyer’s first exhibition was in 1926 with the Salons of America. Goodrich and Soyer,
Raphael Soyer, 9; Raphael Soyer, Soyer interviewed by Karl Fortress, interview by Karl
Fortress, c 1970, Box 1, Folder 10, Archives of American Art, https://www.aaa.si.edu/
collections/raphael-soyer-papers-9465/series-1/box-1-folder-10.
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communicative character, almost to the point of being retarded.”175 In the late 1920s,
when he had the opportunity to meet artist Jules Pascin, whom he greatly admired, Soyer
stated that he got “cold feet.”176 Attributing his “cold feet” to shyness, Soyer never met
Pascin.177 Assuming that Soyer followed a similar pattern of shyness with Sloan as he did
with Pascin, it is doubtful whether he would have visited Sloan’s personal collection if he
was invited. Thus, it is doubtful whether Soyer ever saw Sloan’s 1917 self-portrait, and
even if he did, it is questionable whether he based his self-portrait on Sloan’s when
considering both Sloan’s limited influence on him and the plethora of self-portraits
employing a similar arrangement.
Furthermore, Soyer’s work from the 1920s shows that he had no desire to be
seen as a “native” artist. Instead, Soyer consciously revealed his Jewish immigrant
background in many of his works. For example, in 1926, Soyer painted Dancing Lesson
(fig. 3.7), which, as mentioned above, he listed as one of his only paintings that had
Jewish content of some sort.178 In the painting, Raphael’s sister Rebecca is shown
teaching their brother Moses how to dance. Behind them, “Raphael’s youngest brother
Israel plays the harmonica on the right side of the sofa, his father and grandmother survey
the scene from the couch, and Bella (Raphael’s mother) sits on an armchair holding a
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copy of the Yiddish daily newspaper Der Tog, inscribed with prominent Hebrew
lettering.”179 On the wall is a large photograph “of the Soyer grandparents in traditional
Jewish clothing.”180 Discussing the photograph of the Soyer grandparents, Baskind
wrote,
This framed photograph is out of scale with the figures in the painting; notice that
the framed image is almost as large as Moses’ torso. Photographs from the 1920s
were not that oversized… By enlarging the photograph so substantially in
Dancing Lesson, Raphael has made it into a kind of icon… The photograph’s
disproportionate size indicates how important familiar signs and symbols of life
from the homeland were for Soyer, and for Jewish immigrants in general.181
In addition to Dancing Lesson, Soyer’s 1920s street scenes of the Lower East
Side, such as Williamsburg Bridge (fig. 1.1; 1927), East Side Street (fig. 3.8, 1928), also
indicate his Jewish immigrant background. Prior to World War I, the Lower East Side
was “the most thriving center of Jewish immigrant culture,” although, “during the
interwar years, the East Side ceased to be the center of Jewish population and activity and
became instead a primary site of Jewish memory and a physical space for the invention of
Jewish identity in America.”182 According to Judaic studies scholar Beth S. Wenger,
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In the 1920s and 1930s, the Lower East Side became a nostalgic center for New
York Jews, a living reminder of an idealized immigrant world as well as a mirror
of the past that reflected the extent of Jewish progress. By the interwar years, the
Lower East Side was already a popular site for Jewish tourism and a place that
Jews invested with cultural meaning.183
Soyer had a studio on the Lower East Side, and he admitted his fondness for the
neighborhood when he wrote, “I love that section of New York.”184 Both Soyer’s
depiction of the Lower East Side and his connection to it signal his embrace of his Jewish
immigrant background, further evidencing that he desired neither to deflect his
Jewishness nor to be viewed as a “native” artist.
Although Baskind is incorrect that Soyer included the words “New York painter”
in his 1927 self-portrait to deflect attention from his Jewishness and to prove his
Americanness, she is correct that he did so to advance his career. By 1927 Soyer had
experienced a taste of artistic success, although he had not yet become an established
artist. In 1926 Soyer had his first exhibition in the Salons of America.185 There, his work
was seen by assistant director of the Whitney Studio Club, Alexander Brook, who
introduced him to the Club.186 Launched in 1918, the origins of the Whitney Studio Club
go back to 1907 when Getrude Vanderbilt Whitney took a studio in Macdougal Alley in
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Greenwich Village, which Goodrich described as “the center of the rebellion” headed by
realists and modernists against academicism.187 According to Goodrich, Whitney was “an
early friend of Henri, Davies and other independents; and when the Eight in 1908 held
their historic exhibition at the Macbeth Gallery in New York she bought four of the seven
paintings that were sold: canvases by Henri, Lawson, Luks and Shinn.”188 In her studio
Whitney held informal exhibitions for other artists; and “in 1914 she converted the
adjoining house at 8 West Eighth Street into a gallery she called the Whitney Studio,
where she gave regular exhibitions of progressive and young artists.”189 In 1915, Whitney
formed The Friends of the Young Artists, which held exhibitions at the Whitney Studio
and was the “germ of the Whitney Studio Club.”190 By the 1920s, “the Club included a
large proportion of the artists outside the academic establishment, and some within it.”191
Although his admission to the Club and his inclusion in its exhibitions were
certainly accomplishments for Soyer, he undoubtedly desired to further prove himself as
an artist. At the Club, Soyer was surrounded by many of the preeminent realists working
in New York: Thomas Hart Benton, Henri, du Bois, George Luks, Sloan, and many
others. Certainly, he would have compared his work to theirs, as he did when he brought
Dancing Lesson to the Daniel Gallery prior to 1929:
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Museum of American Art, 1975), 1-3, http://archive.org/details/whitneystudio00whit.
187

188

Ibid., 3.

189

Ibid.

190

Ibid., 4.

191

Ibid.
72

When I brought ‘Dancing Lesson’ to the Daniel Gallery, unwrapped it and
propped it up against the wall under paintings by Niles Spencer, Pascin, Preston
Dickinson, Cikovsky, Kuniyoshi and Peter Blume, I felt a great joy, which I tried
to suppress, at seeing that my work looked as good as any of those already wellknown artists. I could hardly believe it. After a whispered conversation between
Mr. [Charles] Daniel and his haggard associate, Mr. [Lance] Hartpence, I was told
that when I had twelve such paintings I would be given a one-man show.192
It wasn’t until his 1929 solo exhibition at the Daniel Gallery that Soyer considered
himself to be a “full-fledged painter.”193
An emerging artist at the time that he was working on his 1927 self-portrait,
Soyer fashioned the self-portrait to gain recognition. The presence of his easel and
paintbrush, and his eye-contact with the viewer, seem to suggest that Soyer was
concerned with being identified as a painter. Indeed, according to Baskind, “by posing
himself at the easel, a type of self-portraiture traditionally associated with the
advertisement of skill, the young Soyer was commenting on his goals as a fledgling artist,
and acting as his own best publicist.”194 Soyer further advertised his skill as a painter in
the inscription in the lower left-hand corner of the painting. In the inscription, Soyer
defines himself as “sleepy when he is not painting,” perhaps “showing the viewer that
only sleep could keep him from his art, or that only when working is he fully awake, or
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even alive.”195 Also, in the inscription, as has already been mentioned, Soyer labeled
himself as a “New York Painter.” Then, as it is now, New York City was the art capital of
the United States. It was home to many top art schools, the largest art museum in the
country: the Metropolitan Museum of Art, a host of art galleries, was the site for a
number of significant exhibitions, such as the Armory Show in 1913, and, as mentioned
earlier, many of the most highly acclaimed artists in the United States were working
there.196 Being trained at the Cooper Union, the National Academy of Design, and the Art
Students League, frequently visiting New York’s museums, being admitted to the
Whitney Studio Club, and having lived in New York for fifteen years, Soyer assuredly
would have considered himself to be a New York artist, albeit not yet an established one.
By labeling himself as a “New York Painter” in his 1927 self-portrait, Soyer reminded
viewers of his artistic connection to New York, and sought to establish himself as a figure
in the New York art world.
As Soyer was surely aware, however, the label “New York Painter” is ambiguous.
In addition to defining him as a painter from New York, the label also defined Soyer as a
painter of New York subjects. Prior to the 1920s, the primary subjects of Soyer’s art were
himself and his family, as seen in works such as Self-Portrait (fig. 3.9; 1917) and The
Artist’s Mother (fig. 1.6; 1917). Rarely does one encounter a cityscape. By the
mid-1920s, however, in works such as Williamsburg Bridge, East Side Street, After
School (fig. 3.10; 1925), and Subway (fig. 3.11; 1928), the people and places of New
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York, in addition to himself and his family, were used as subjects in a substantial number
of his works.
Soyer's use of New York subjects can be partially attributed to the influence of
du Bois. Soyer began his intermittent studies under du Bois at the Art Students League in
the winter of 1920/21, returned in early 1923 for three months, and then again in 1926.197
As Soyer recalled in his 1981 interview with art historian Milton Brown, du Bois
encouraged him to paint scenes of everyday life.198 Taking du Bois’ advice, Soyer stated
that his “art changed completely.”199 Indeed, according to Todd, “after studying with du
Bois, Soyer began to paint a series of Bronx and Lower East Side street scenes and small
canvases featuring family events, friends, and models.”200
Besides the influence of du Bois, Soyer’s turn to New York subjects can also be
attributed to his exposure to the works of the Ashcan artists. According to Todd,
Raphael’s brother Moses “attended a Sunday afternoon drawing session at the Ferrar Art
Club where Robert Henri gave critiques to participating students.” Following the session,
“Henri gave Moses copies of the radical publication the Liberator to study, pointing in
particular to its images of lower-class women and children drawn by Daumier. Moses
shared these, along with drawings by Sloan, Henri, Robert Minor, and George Luks, with
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both Raphael and Isaac.”201 Recalling his and his brothers’ impression of these drawings,
Moses wrote, “What impressed us most was the up-to-dateness, the contemporary spirit
of the content of the pictures. These artists dealt with everyday common people and with
their humble hard lives at home and in the shops.”202 Of the artists whose drawings
Moses shared with his brothers, those belonging to the Ashcan school–Henri, Luks, and
Sloan–are of particular interest. Catapulted to fame following the exhibition of “The
Eight” at the Macbeth Gallery in 1908, the Ashcan artists “recognized that the city was
the most exciting place to be in America,” and depicted “the immense power and the
allure of the metropolis.”203 In their scenes of city life, the Ashcan artists painted “the
working-class people that made up most of the city’s population,” and rejected both the
genteel tradition and the conventional depiction of the lower-classes as “sad, despairing,”
and “downtrodden.”204
Although the Ashcan artists initiated a revolutionary break from academic
subject matter by painting the city and the lower-classes, their realist style was seen as
outmoded after audiences in the United States were introduced to the styles employed by
European avant-garde in the Armory Show of 1913. According to historian Robert A.
Slayton, following the Armory Show the Ashcan artists “were no longer progressive, no
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longer the vanguard. Instead they became seen as old-fashioned and nostalgic.”205
Despite being eclipsed by the European avant-garde, the Ashcan artists continued to have
considerable influence in the New York art world through the 1920s. Indeed, Henri, Luks,
and Sloan all taught at the Art Students League during the 1920s, and were prominent
members of the Whitney Studio Club, along with fellow Ashcan artists William Glackens
and Everett Shinn.206 Thus, Soyer would have been able to interact with them. Also, the
Ashcan artists’ use of the city and lower-class as subjects was carried through to the
1930s in the form of Social Realism.
By the early 1930s, Soyer, increasingly using the people and places of New York
as subjects, attained the artistic recognition and success he was seeking. According to
Goodrich,
He showed fairly regularly in the large annual and biennial American exhibitions
of the Whitney Museum, the Carnegie Institute, the Art Institute of Chicago, the
Corcoran Gallery of Art, the National Academy of Design, and the Pennsylvania
Academy of the Fine Arts. He also had a series of one-man shows in New York
galleries. His first award, in 1932, was followed by a number of others.
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Critics “of all persuasions” were reportedly “almost unanimously favorable” of Soyer’s
work, and conservative critic Royal Cortissoz championed Soyer as “one of the small
group of first-rate painters this country boasts of at present.”207
Typical examples of Soyer’s works from the 1930s that feature New York subjects
are In the City Park (fig. 1.2; c. 1934) and Shop Girls (fig. 3.12; 1936). In his painting In
the City Park, Soyer chose the vagabonds of the Great Depression as his primary subject.
In the foreground, four unemployed men, as is indicated by their drab clothes and the
sack under the forearm of the foremost figure, sit on a park bench. The figures in this
group whose faces we can see appear tired (foremost figure), depressed (middle figure),
and completely bored (farthest figure). Soyer’s drab palette of tans, browns, and grays is
expressive of these emotions. In the background, similar groups are huddled together on
various park benches. The vagabonds in this painting stand (or rather, sit) in contrast to
the two well-dressed women, who obviously walk through the park for leisure rather than
out of an absence of anywhere else to be. The vagabonds are also contrasted with the
advertisements which appear on the sides of the buildings in the background, promoting
products which they wouldn’t be able to afford in their current condition. Furthermore,
the large buildings themselves accentuate the vagabonds’ lack of adequate housing.
Indeed, the two women, the advertisements, and the large buildings all work to
emphasize the material deficiencies of the vagabonds. Through the dichotomy of the
vagabonds and the advertisements and buildings, In the City Park captures the
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fundamental essence of the Great Depression in urban centers: material adequacy versus
material scarcity.
In Shop Girls, Soyer chose working women as his subjects. In the painting,
seven retail sales clerks leave a Fourteenth street shop at the end of the workday.208 The
women on the right side of the canvas appear to be beginning their trek home. On the
right side of the canvas, three women try to hail a taxi–one by raising her hand in the air,
another by limply lifting her left hand, and another by shouting. It is clear that the women
are tired. The central figure slouches her shoulder, and she and a woman in the left
background cast their gazes downwards. The figures’ facial expressions and movements
lack enthusiasm. In her discussion of Shop Girls, Todd argued that Soyer’s female
imagery stood in contrast to that of Kenneth Hayes Miller and Reginald Marsh. While
works such as Miller’s Department Store Shoppers (fig. 3.13; 1930) and Marsh’s
Fourteenth Street Subway Stairs (fig. 3.14; 1932) “idealized or glamorized models of
womanhood,” Soyer’s Shop Girls “portrayed the typical effects of working life in
Fourteenth Street’s bargain emporiums.”209 Indeed, the contrast between Soyer’s female
imagery of the 1930s and that of Miller and Marsh is perhaps best represented by the
mannequins in the store window in Shop Girls. Used to display clothes and jewelry,
mannequins are a product of consumerism, which Miller and Marsh seem to celebrate. In
the context of Shop Girls, however, the mannequins, besides referencing consumerism,
also reference the women’s labor.
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Although Soyer’s paintings featuring New York subjects were well-received in
the late 1920s and 1930s, during the 1940s and 1950s he almost completely stopped
producing them, instead focusing his attention on studio portraiture. As discussed in
Chapter 2, the decline of the Communist-led left was the reason for Soyer’s shift to studio
portraiture and abandonment of New York subjects. Within these studio portraits,
however, there is evidence to suggest that Soyer also used them to express the distress he
felt over the death of his father and the commitment of his mother to a mental institution,
and the distress he felt over the ascension of abstract art.
In 1940, Soyer’s father died and his mother was living in a mental institution.
Recalling the death of his father in his autobiography Self-Revealment: A Memoir, Soyer
quoted his father’s favorite Hebrew poet, Bialik “‘Hayah ish, v’ ainenoo’ – ‘There was a
man, and there is no more.’”210 Soyer was unable to attend his father’s funeral, as it was
his turn to visit his mother. Describing the experience, Soyer wrote, “I tried to tell her that
Avrohom had died, but could not reach her. Her eyes were lustreless, as if without
irises.”211 Although it is unclear how close a relationship Soyer had with his parents, his
father’s death and his mother’s mental illness assuredly caused him pain.
As discussed earlier, in the 1930s Soyer was considered one of the preeminent
painters in the United States. By the 1940s, however, Soyer and other prominent realists
were unseated by a significant number of European Modernists who escaped the war by
immigrating to New York. In addition to these emigré artists, Soyer and other prominent
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realists were unseated by the emerging Abstract Expressionists, who would go on to
captivate the New York art world throughout the remainder of the 1940s and in the 1950s.
Besides captivating the New York art world, most of the most prominent Abstract
Expressionists worked in or around New York, leading them to be nicknamed the “New
York school.”212
For Soyer, who saw himself as a “New York Painter” and who gained recognition
by painting New York subjects, his and other realists being unseated by abstract artists
was particularly distressful. Indeed, according to Baskind, “Beginning in the 1950s, a
New York artist was considered an Abstract Expressionist, and Soyer may have realized,
with the prominence of a group of painters dubbed the New York School, that ‘a New
York painter” was not, and possibly never could have been, a tenable definition for a
painter of New York subjects.”213 Soyer clearly saw abstract art as inferior to realism,
perhaps best evidenced when in a talk he gave to students in 1960 in which he stated,
Now let us look at the slides of some of these [abstract] paintings and judge them
on their intrinsic worth, regardless of all the literature about them. Is there
anything in these paintings that would substantiate the claims made for them? Do
you know what they really are? One is by a famous artist, one is by another
famous artist, one by a parrot, one by an ape and one by a nursery school child.
What satisfaction does one get from painting in a way that requires no knowledge,
no technical skill? What pride in accomplishment can one have? In all honesty,
“New York School,” Tate, accessed April 8, 2020, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artterms/n/new-york-school.
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isn’t it degrading to work this way? How timely and relevant are these lines from
William Blake: “Degrade first the arts, if you’d mankind degrade: Give high price
for the worst, Leave the best in disgrace, And with labors of ignorance fill every
place.”214
Soyer clearly viewed the promulgation of abstract art over realism by the art
establishment as misguided. In 1953, confronting his distress, Soyer co-initiated Reality
magazine, in which, as we saw in Chapters 1 and 2, he and other realist artists decried
abstract art and expressed their anxieties over its promulgation by the art establishment.
In his studio portraits of the 1940s and 1950s, paintings such as Charlotte (fig.
3.15; 1945), Pensive Girl (fig. 1.3; 1946-47), Disorder (fig. 3.16; c. 1948), and Figure
(fig. 3.17; c. 1955), Soyer predominantly painted women, used a “relatively subdued”
color palette that runs “a gamut of grays and grayed hues and earthy colors,” and mostly
chose to focus on the psychological state of the figure, as opposed to their physical
beauty.215 The figures in Soyer studio portraits of the 1940s and 1950s often appear
melancholic and anxious, as is indicated by their slouching shoulders, downward cast
gaze, and hand gestures. Indeed, as Goodrich noted, “these women seem troubled
personalities, who were drawn to him by the quality of sympathetic understanding they
felt in him. His awareness of this was evident in his portrayals of them: lonely figures
sitting, eyes downcast or gazing into space, hands tightly clasped, haunted faces

Raphael Soyer, “Extracts from a Talk to Students at Skowhegan, Maine,” 1960, Box 2,
Folder 13, Archives of American Art.
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withdrawn into their subjective worlds.”216 Although Goodrich described Soyer as being
sympathetic to his studio models of the 1940s and 1950s, their troubled personalities are,
in fact, a reflection of Soyer’s own feelings. Indeed, in Self-Revealment: A Memoir, Soyer
admitted how personal he believed his art to be:
How autobiographical my art is. All these portraits of myself, my parents, the
members of my family; the pictures of the artists with whom I came into contact;
the city I have known, and its people; the few landscapes of Maine–I have
revealed myself in them long before this rambling chronicle was conceived, not
only by the usual automatic revelation of the artist’s personality, but through the
subject matter which is my life.217
Thus, it is reasonable to assume that the distress apparent in the models of Soyer’s studio
portraits of the 1940s and 1950s is, at least on some level, also a reflection of his own
distress caused by the ascension of abstract art, in addition to the distress he felt over the
demise of the Communist-led left, the death of his father, and his mother’s mental
illness.
By 1959, the distress Soyer felt about the ascension of abstract art seemed to
reach its peak. Only one year prior, the Museum of Modern art held the exhibition New
American Painting, which according to Sandler, signaled the art world’s official
acceptance of Abstract Expressionism.218 In response, Soyer produced his first large-scale
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painting Farewell to Lincoln Square (fig. 3.18; 1959), matching the scale of the Abstract
Expressionists. Beyond this, however, the content of the Farewell to Lincoln Square
reveals that Soyer felt ostracized by the New York art world.
In 1945, Soyer took a studio in a building near Lincoln Square in New York.
Soyer maintained his studio there until 1959 when he and the other tenants were
forcefully removed from the building, “a consequence of the monumental Lincoln Center
construction.”219 According to a 2017 article in the New York Times, construction of the
Lincoln Center “was the crown-jewel project of the Mayor’s [Robert Moses] Committee
on Slum Clearance.”220 During the construction of the Lincoln Center, eighteen city
blocks on the Upper West Side were leveled, displacing 7,000 lower-class families and
800 businesses.221 To make matters worse, “few, if any of the 4,400 new housing units
were intended for the area’s previous residents, who were almost exclusively black and
Hispanic,” and the relocation assistance promised to them by the mayor’s committee
“never materialized.”222 No doubt, the blacks, Hispanics, and lower-class citizens
displaced by the gentrification of the Upper West Side felt unwanted in New York.
Similarly, Soyer felt unwanted in the New York art world, and expressed this in Farewell
to Lincoln Square.
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In Farewell to Lincoln Square, Soyer continued the solemn mood seen in his
paintings of the Great Depression, the 1940s, and the 1950s. Referring to the painting as
“The Dispossessed,” Soyer depicted himself and other tenants leaving Lincoln Square
after their eviction.223 The figures, particularly the young woman wearing blue in the
center of the painting, appear dismayed. In 1963, Soyer produced an etching based on the
central figure in Farewell to Lincoln Square, titled Pedestrian (fig. 3.19). Commenting on
the etching, Soyer wrote, “She was one of my favorite models, very hard working. I think
she wrote poetry. I took this figure out of the composition because I thought it was the
most interesting in expression.”224 To the left of this woman is another woman, who is
wearing a bright red shirt. Like the central figure, this woman was also a model for Soyer
and was also involved in the arts. In 1963, Soyer also produced an etching titled Girl with
Parted Lips (fig. 3.20), in which he portrayed the face of the aforementioned woman
wearing red in Farewell to Lincoln Square. Commenting on Girl with Parted Lips, Soyer
wrote, “She was an actress, very much interested in the theater. She even wrote plays.”225
In her arms, the woman in red carries a notebook, which when considering Soyer’s
comment on her, leads one to infer that within the notebook are play scripts that the
woman potentially wrote herself. In between these two women is Soyer, who is shown
with his hand raised in a farewell gesture. With his positioning between two artists, it is
clear that for Soyer, although the painting is on some level about his and other tenants’
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eviction from Lincoln Square, it is, more importantly, about his eviction from the New
York art world.
That the painting is predominantly about Soyer’s eviction from the New York
art world is also evidenced by what is in the background of the painting. In the left
background, a construction worker appears to be using a jackhammer, referencing the
demolition of not only the buildings near Lincoln Square, but also the demolition of
Soyer’s studio of fourteen years. As is indicated by his studio portraiture of the 1940s and
1950s, Soyer’s previous studio was a very personal place for him, and was where he
expressed his distress over being unseated from artistic preeminence by abstract artists.
The demolition of his studio is used by Soyer as a metaphor for the destruction of his
own career in the New York art world, and the construction of the Lincoln Center, I
believe, is used by Soyer as a metaphor for the ascension of abstract art.
In the right background is a statue of the great Florentine poet Dante Alighieri.
Although in reality this statue is located in nearby, tree-covered Dante Park, Soyer chose
to include its portrayal in Farewell to Lincoln Square because he identified with Dante.
Born in Florence in 1265, Dante is best known for his long narrative poem titled the
Divine Comedy, which was written in the early 1300s.226 During his lifetime, Dante was
involved in an intense political conflict. Although too complex to be fully addressed here,
a brief overview of this conflict, and Dante’s involvement in it, is necessary. In the first
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decades of Dante’s life, two political parties in Northern Italy known as the Guelphs and
Ghibellines, “representing respectively the adherents of the Pope and of the [Holy
Roman] Emperor,” were in a constant state of struggle.227 The nobility often identified as
Ghibellines, and the bourgeoisie often identified as Guelphs.228 Thus, it is no surprise that
the middle-class Alighieri family were Guelphs.229 In the late 1280s, the conflict between
the Guelphs and Ghibellines seemed to come to a head, resulting in a series of military
engagements between supporters of the two parties, in which Dante fought on the side of
the Guelphs.230 Having defeated the Ghibellines, the Guelphs assumed control of
Florence. Despite their triumph over the Ghibellines, by mid-1290s the Guelphs had split
into two factions: the Black Guelphs and the White Guelphs. The split of the Guelph
party was the result of a family feud between the Donati family, an old aristocratic family
that supported Pope Boniface VIII’s plans for expansion into Tuscany, and the Cerchi
family, a family of lowly origins that had attained a significant amount of power and
wealth.231 The Donati family and their supporters were called the Black Guelphs, and the
Cerchi family and their supporters were called the White Guelphs.232 A member of the
white faction and an opponent of the Pope’s expansionist aims, Dante was elected a prior
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of Florence in 1300.233 By 1302, however, the White Guelphs had been defeated by the
Black Guelphs, and Dante was subsequently exiled from Florence and his property in the
city was confiscated.234 Similar to Dante, Soyer had risen to a position of prominence in
the New York art world, and felt that by being unseated from this position by abstract
artists that he was being exiled from the New York art world.
In his 1927 self-portrait, Soyer referred to himself as a “New York painter,” in an
attempt to become recognized in the New York art world, and to categorize himself as a
painter of New York subjects. By the 1930s, Soyer, increasingly painting New York
subjects, had achieved the recognition in the New York art world that he was seeking. By
the mid 1940s and through the 1950s, however, Soyer and other realists were viewed as
secondary to the emerging abstract artists. During these years, Soyer expressed his own
distress over being unseated by abstract artists, whose work he viewed as inferior to his
own, through the expressions of the women who modeled for his studio portraits. With
the official acceptance of Abstract Expressionism in 1958, Soyer’s distress over the
ascension of abstract art seemed to reach its height. In response, Soyer produced Farewell
to Lincoln Square, in which he communicated his own feelings of being ostracized from
the New York art world.
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Figure 3.1 Raphael Soyer, Self-Portrait. c. 1927. Oil on wood panel, 28.25cm x 21.59cm.
The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C.

Figure 3.2 John Sloan, Self-Portrait. 1917-1922. Oil on canvas, 61.28cm x 50.8cm.
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia.
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Figure 3.3 Thomas Hart Benton, Self-Portrait. 1926. Oil on canvas, 76.2cm x 60.96cm.
Private collection.

Figure 3.4 Reginald Marsh, Self-Portrait. 1927. Oil on linen, 61.4cm x 51.1cm. Whitney
Museum of American Art, New York.
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Figure 3.5 Rembrandt, Self-Portrait at the Easel. 1660. Oil on canvas, 110.9cm x 90.6cm.
Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Figure 3.6 Vincent van Gogh, Self-Portrait as a Painter. 1887-1888. Oil on canvas,
65.1cm x 50cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.
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Figure 3.7 Raphael Soyer, Dancing Lesson. 1926. Oil on canvas, 60.96cm x 50.8cm. The
Jewish Museum, New York.

Figure 3.8 Raphael Soyer, East Side Street. 1928. Lithograph on paper, 19.7cm x 25.9cm.
Collection unknown.
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Figure 3.9 Raphael Soyer, Self-Portrait. 1917. Etching on paper, 10.2cm x 7.5cm.
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.

Figure 3.10 Raphael Soyer, After School. 1925. Oil on canvas, 60.96cm x 50.8cm. Private
Collection.
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Figure 3.11 Raphael Soyer, Subway. 1928. Oil on canvas, 68.58cm x 71.12cm. Collection
unknown.

Figure 3.12 Raphael Soyer, Shop Girls. c. 1936. Oil on canvas, 76.2cm x 101.6cm.
Collection of Babette B. Newburger.
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Figure 3.13 Kenneth Hayes Miller, Department Store Shoppers. 1930. Oil on canvas,
60.96cm x 43.5cm. Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C.

Figure 3.14 Reginald Marsh, Fourteenth Street Subway Stairs. 1932. Tempera, 152.4cm x
76.2cm. Private collection.
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Figure 3.15 Raphael Soyer, Charlotte. 1945. Oil on canvas, 91.44cm x 55.88cm. Private
collection.

Figure 3.16 Raphael Soyer, Disorder. c. 1948. Oil on canvas, 101.6cm x 127cm.
Collection unknown.
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Figure 3.17 Raphael Soyer, Figure. c. 1955. Oil on canvas, 101.6cm x 76.2cm. Collection
unknown.
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Figure 3.18 Raphael Soyer, Farewell to Lincoln Square. 1959. Oil and conte crayon on
canvas, 153.2cm x 140cm. Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian
Institution, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 3.19 Raphael Soyer, Pedestrian. 1963-1964. Etching on paper, 24.8cm x 20cm.
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.

Figure 3.20 Raphael Soyer, Girl with Parted Lips. 1963-1964. Etching on paper, 25.2cm
x 20cm. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.
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